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ABSTRACT
A LIFE HISTORY OF DR. NETTIE WEBB: POSSIBILITIES AND
PERSPECTIVES FROM A LIFE COMMITTED TO EDUCATION
FEBRUARY 2008
PAIGE M. BRAY, B.A. SARAH LAWRENCE COLLEGE
M.S.Ed. SARAH LAWRENCE COLLEGE
Ed.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Linda L. Griffin

This life history research utilizes life story, a form of personal narrative, with a
veteran teacher leader to understand what fosters and sustains teacher leaders.
This research contributes to the literature by focusing on how the life story of one
veteran educator, Dr. Nettie Webb, can inform possibilities rather than focusing
on how personal narratives impede possibilities of change in the early years of
teaching. I have selected Dr. Webb as an exemplar or instrumental case for her
personal achievements as an African American woman located in the context of
one Eastern United States community with cultural, institutional and historical
commitments to valuing every citizen’s contributions. The centrality of teaching
across her career makes Dr. Webb uniquely positioned to inform the possibilities
of teacher leadership in our current educational culture. Constructivist grounded
theory strategies were used to analyze extensive in-depth conversational
interviews, a subsequent dialogic interview on personal agency and a collection
of career-spanning documents. Categories such as risk and feedback are
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explicated as implications for how we can foster and support the next generation
of teacher leaders through the concept of personal agency. Praxis, the legacy of
care and the culture of fear are discussed in the context of personal networks,
professional learning communities and the historical norms of caution.
Trustworthiness was established by multiple methods, including extensive
member checking. The life story of an exemplary veteran teacher leader like Dr.
Webb, a person committed to advocating for children in the context of the last
five decades of social and educational reform, risks being lost. By capturing Dr.
Nettie Webb’s life work in print, it not only becomes an accessible memory of this
woman and her work but a placeholder of possibility and a window to our
educational and social history.
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CHAPTER 1
ENGAGING IN RESEARCH AS LOVED WORK
Introduction
This research utilizes personal narrative, or life story, with a veteran
teacher leader to understand what fosters and sustains teacher leaders. Rather
than focusing on how personal narratives or histories impede possibilities of
change in the early years of teaching, the focus is on how the life story of one
educator who dedicated thirty-seven (37) years to the children of her community
can inform possibilities. I believe the life story of an exemplary veteran teacher
leader like Dr. Nettie Webb, a person committed to advocating for children in the
context of the last five decades of social and educational reform, risks being lost.
This life history of Dr. Nettie Webb examines the role of personal agency across
the career of a veteran teacher leader. In addition, the particulars of her thirtyseven (37) year career provide a better understanding of what fosters and
sustains teacher leaders.
This particular life history attends to what it means to teach with vision and
lead with integrity. By exploring teaching with vision this life history research
contributes to understanding teacher-leadership that is genuinely committed to
the education of all children. Through examples of leading with integrity this
research illuminates the support needed to position and maintain teachers in
leadership roles.
I am eager to contribute research that enables teachers to embrace the
possibilities of education and the possibilities for themselves as teacher leaders.
1

Robin Kelley (2003), in opening his book with the chapter When History Sleeps:

A Beginning, eloquently draws upon the power of history and imagination to
create possibility, “to see the future in the present.”
Progressive social movements do not simply produce statistics and
narratives of oppression; rather, the best ones do what great poetry
always does: transport us to another place, compel us to relive horrors
and, more importantly, enable us to imagine a new society. We must
remember that the conditions and the very existence of social movements
enable participants to imagine something different, to realize that things
need not always be this way. It is that imagination, that effort to see the
future in the present that I shall call “poetry” or “poetic knowledge.” I take
my lead from Aime Cesaire’s great essay “Poetry and Knowledge” ...
“Poetic knowledge is born in the great silence of scientific knowledge, (p.
9, emphasis in the original).
I strive for teachers to “transport to another place” via this research and see what
has been made possible by progressive social and educational movements of
yesterday and today. I see educational research that draws on this history as a
tool to understanding what is still possible. I feel duty-bound to engage in
educational research that seeks to bridge the theory-practice gap, which seeks
both the “poetic knowledge” as well as the “scientific knowledge.” This use of
research to “imagine something different” is vital to the future of public education,
by meeting the demands of the Next Educational Wave (The Teachers’ Loft,
2006).
As an educational researcher, I am compelled to facilitate new educational
leadership emerging from those who spend their time in the classroom with
children. I believe we must listen to those who do the daily work with children to
help guide us toward meaningful teaching and learning for all of our nations’

2

children. I am drawn to life history as a framework for documenting the artful
work of a teacher leader because the methodology supports the remembering,
the possibilities and recording of history so that we can learn from those that
have gone before. By recording the life work of a teacher leader, I can contribute
to our recorded educational history, hopefully providing teachers access, so they
too can remember or learn anew what has been made possible before.
Problem Statement
Czech writer Milan Kundera (1996) stated, “The struggle of people against
power is the struggle of memory against forgetting” (p. 3). People in our country,
teachers and parents particularly, who see the current educational policies of this
country as an ahistorical monolithic power dictating educational “success” are
engaged in an empassioned struggle against those powers. Children, parents
and educators have felt the force of the most radical educational reform in over
thirty years, the federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) as it hits communities,
schools, and children. In the name of equity, NCLB levies standards. In the
name of progress and meeting the challenges of the 21st century, NCLB ignores,
no, actively disregards, the history, legacy and efforts of those who have
dedicated their personal and professional lives to communities, schools, children
and to ensuring equity, enacting equity, struggling for equity. To apply Kundera’s
(1996) idea to education specifically, these educators are engaged in a “struggle
of memory against forgetting” by articulating, documenting and making visible
what works for their students in their communities.
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I know through my personal and professional activities since the late
eighties that teachers committed to educating for a democratic society have
engaged in movements, grounded in striving to make history anew, such as the
Progressive Education and Constructivist Movements, the North Dakota Study
Group on Evaluation, the Teachers Learning Cooperative and the Prospect
Archives and Center for Education and Research. As a teacher committed to
educating for a democratic society, I know we are so often a marginalized
movement.

We are akin to a marginalized culture. Our values and standards

regularly diverge from those of the dominant culture, a culture currently
recommitted to educating for a competitive, capitalist society.
Current policy trends spin the language of inclusion and equity without
recognizing the uniqueness of each child, school and community context.
Without consideration for particular children, schools and communities, equity is
leveraged as sameness (Carini, 2001b). This leveraging creates competition for
superiority among differences rather than inclusion of differences as, to use the
market language, an asset. By framing difference, again to use market
language, as a liability the dominant discourse quickly becomes deficit-based and
punitive. Sameness is sought after. Difference, or any non-compliance, is to be
stamped out. By promoting this narrowed, competitive, comparative mode
measurement, or failure to measure up, becomes the focus. Possibilities and
alternatives are relegated to remediation and accommodations for those who fall
short of the selected measurement. Initiatives are no longer creative,
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appropriate, honorable means designed to meeting the range of learners and
contexts we educators know exist. Steve Gordon (Nieto, 2003) names this issue
in one succinct question, “Is it an inevitable result of a free enterprise society that
is driven by the price of everything, having to compare products and people to
ensure that someone is deficient?” (p. 80).
As a way of honoring the struggle and history of teachers’ work, my
research documents the history of one woman who has dedicated her life to the
education of children in her community. This life history of Dr. Nettie Webb
records the variety of contexts in which she advocated for children and teachers,
documents her leadership in formal roles and how her leadership capacity was
enacted in informal opportunities. By capturing Dr. Nettie Webb’s life work in
print, it not only becomes an accessible memory of this woman and her work but
a placeholder of possibility and a window to our educational and social history.
Utilizing the feminist research paradigm of reciprocity (Polkey,1999), I see
this life history project as a way to “give back” to the progressive social
movements, the community of Greenburgh and to Dr. Webb in particular. I
strongly believe that if stories like Dr. Nettie Webb’s are not recorded they will be
forgotten. Along with the people and stories, we risk forgetting the history which
enveloped them and perhaps most importantly the sense of possibilities,
especially in times of struggle. I hope this research will be a contribution to the
struggle against un-rooted power and against forgetting. I offer Vito Perrone’s
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(1998) words from Teacher with a Heart: Reflections on Leonard Covello and

Community as a closing to this problem statement:
...a reminder that our work as educators is not without a history; that many
of the problems we currently struggle with were faced by others before us,
sometimes confronted differently, often times more intelligently.
Maintaining better connections with this history, making it part of our
ongoing reflection about teaching, learning, and schools, keeps the dignity
of teaching and its broader social context within our gaze, providing us with
larger sets of possibilities for our practice, leading us to a more
discriminating stance about what often is put forward as reform.” (p. 1)
An Informative Parallel Research Endeavor
Related to this research is a professional endeavor to create teacher
learning communities which has run parallel to my life history research. While
the participation and creation of collaborative opportunities is a continuous thread
in my life, in 2002 my colleague Jennifer S. Cook and I set out to create a
collaborative space for beginning teachers. After a one year pilot of a first-year
teacher collaborative group we founded The Teachers’ Loft (see full description
of what to expect from a collaborative group at http://www.teachersloft.org/aetinvolved/index.htm ) with the following mission:
The Teachers' Loft is a non-profit, educational organization providing
professional support and resources to preK-12 classroom teachers in
Western Massachusetts. Our mission is to alter the status quo of teacher
isolation by inviting teachers to take part in local, collaborative,
professional development. In particular, we understand the increasing
need to support beginning teachers, as experience and research have
taught us that the beginning years of teaching are often the most crucial in
forming a teacher's attitudes and practice. Working in tandem with schools
and teacher preparation programs, we provide a unique "third space" for
teachers that is separate from yet complements the more typical venues
for teacher learning, (http://www.teachersloft.org/about-us/index.htm )
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This mission sought to bridge the preservice and inservice experience of
beginning teachers by providing a distinct professionai community where
reflection and continued learning would enable each individual to steward her/his
own professional development. By working with the particulars of each teacher’s
first year school and classroom, doing this in the context of collaboration and
inquiry and continuing the work throughout the entire first year of teaching, The
Teachers’ Loft engenders a powerful combination of support and instigation.
At a glance, with teacher induction now a hot topic, The Teachers’ Loft
contributes to the efforts to stem teacher attrition, rates commonly seen as high
as 50% of teachers leaving within the first five (5) years. A closer look at the
participants involved with The Teachers’ Loft reveals individuals who are not only
staying but embracing leadership roles. In addition, this year all of the teachers
who have remained in the area from last year’s Next Educational Wave (NEW)
Teachers’ Collaborative are continuing on as a professional learning community
for a second year. Currently from the vantage point as Executive Director, I can
see how the teachers engaging in collaboration and inquiry at The Teachers’ Loft
are accessing a pathway to forge their own professional identities. They are
electing to do so collaboratively and in turn prompting each other to examine
assumptions about teaching and learning. As an emerging researcher, I
understand that The Teachers’ Loft is a unique location for all involved to forge
praxis as well as vet our own assumptions and convictions about teaching. It is
both a physical and metaphoric location where the critical examination of long
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standing concepts like “service” enables individuals to grapple with individual and
institutional issues in order to continually strive toward effecting genuine social
change.
While neither Dr. Cook nor myself utilized the work of The Teachers’ Loft
for our own doctoral work, I have included it here for the work not only contributes
to the perpetuation of teacher inquiry but also fosters teacher leadership. In
addition, The Teachers’ Loft work is contributing to research through our
Researcher-in-Residence Linda C. Clark, a doctoral candidate at Harvard who is
currently completing her dissertation on how the engagement in genuine
professional dialogue moves beyond the isolated and compliant teaching culture.

Purpose of this Research
The purpose of this research is to understand what fosters and sustains
teacher leaders. This research documents the history of one woman who has
dedicated her life to the education of children in her community. This life history
of Dr. Nettie Webb records the variety of roles in which she advocates for
children and teachers in the context of her community. My intent in conducting a
life history of a teacher leader was to: (a) develop a picture of a teacher leader,
(b) examine the role of personal agency across the career of a veteran teacher.
leader, (c) expand teachers’ views of themselves and their opportunities for
leadership, (d) better understand what fosters and sustains teacher leaders, and
(e) remember what has been made possible in the past and by doing so create a
window to our educational and social history.
8

Research Questions
This research addresses the following research questions:
(1) What possibilities do the iife history of a teacher-leader committed to
the education of her community’s children offer our current educational
culture?
(2) What does a thirty-seven (37) year educational career as a
teacher/teacher leader have to tell us about the role of personal
agency in teaching/teacher leadership? With subsequent delineation of
this question: a) What is agency? b) How can we as individuals
access our personal agency? c) How can we enact our agency?
(3) How can this life history contribute to the understanding of
opportunities that support teachers in leadership roles?

Relevance of this Research
This life history study is relevant for several reasons. First, this research
examines the role of personal agency across the career of a teacher leader and
identifies elements that support an individual’s sense of agency. Life history
methodology, by situating the life story in contexts, embraces socializing
influences. While research literature on socialization is vast and varied I have
identified portions of the socialization literature that pertain to the development of
a teacher leader. Life history methodology embraces socializing influences as
well as the particulars of a person’s life story. The biographical nature of the life
history positions socialization as a “basic notion” (Carter & Doyle, 1996) without
9

making it the sum total of influences on a life lived. As such, this life history
offers data about the role of agency in negotiating the socialization process.
Second, this research uses personal narrative, or life story, with a veteran
teacher leader. Critical perspectives have identified such narratives as “powerful
instruments in maintaining or transforming practice” (Carter & Doyle,1996, p.
129), however, they have been used almost exclusively to inform preservice
teacher education and novice teachers’ developing practice. My research
extends the use of personal narrative and serves to inform teacher leader
development given the range of leadership roles (teacher educator, mentor,
organizational and department leadership positions, administrator and community
activist) encapsulated in this one life history.
In addition to extending the use of personal narrative, this research seeks
to use personal narrative to a different end. Instead of focusing on how personal
narratives or histories impede possibilities of change in early years of teaching,
this research focuses on how the life story of a dedicated career can inform
possibilities of change. Britzman (1986) focuses on the personal histories of
preservice teachers preventing them from enacting more equitable and culturally
responsive pedagogy. Unfortunately, my earlier research certainly confirmed this
deficit about even a broadly liberatory pedagogy. Rodriguez (1998) and
McIntosh (1988) offer ways to “unpack” personal histories and mitigate the
restrictive power of personal histories. By focusing on the entire career of a
teacher leader this research provides possibilities for how personal stories,
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commitments, capacities, agency and context create, rather than restrict,
possibilities for professional and educational change.
Third, the celebrated educator I have selected for this life history
research is an exemplar or instrumental case. Dr. Nettie Webb is a
woman who dedicated her entire thirty-seven (37) years of professional life
to work in schools until her retirement in the spring of 2003. She is also a
lifetime member of the Greenburgh, New York community in which she
worked as a teacher, language arts coordinator, active union member,
building principal and continues to work on school board committees and
as an active community member. Dr. Nettie Webb is an African American
woman who has earned two masters degrees, one in elementary and
early childhood education and another in educational administration and
supervision. She earned her doctorate in education, focusing on language
arts teaching and curriculum, from Syracuse University. A community
leader and a teacher leader, Dr. Nettie Webb has been an active part of
the local, state, and national educational landscape in a variety of
capacities and invited positions.
In the subsequent four chapters I have done my best to present the
relevant literature (see chapter two), explicate the methodology and make
visible the methods of data gathering and analysis employed (see chapter
three) and present the findings of this life history research (see chapters
four, five and six). The possibilities gleaned as well as the contribution of
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this research towards supporting teachers in leadership roles is reported
in chapter four and five. The concept of agency is presented in chapter six
as a stand-alone manuscript. Consequently there are portions of chapter
six that are repetitive, however, all of the data, findings and implications
are unique to the chapter.
Definitions
The following definitions are restated and elaborated upon when they are
presented in subsequent chapters. They are offered here as an introduction and
orientation to this research study.
Personal Agency
Personal agency is the unique expression of our human capacity to
contribute by our individual actions and our interactions with and within the
networks in our lives. This definition was crafted from the literature and the
research respondent’s own words.
Teacher Leader
A teacher leader is an educator with a teaching history who has the
capacity to mobilize and focus human beings (teachers, parents, community
members, etc.) to achieve educational results. This definition intentionally leaves
open the possibility for formal leadership roles as well as unstructured and
situational expressions of leadership. The three assumptions about teachers and
the nurturing of teacher leadership informing this definition are that teachers:
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1) have capacity to steward our own learning and professional growth as
educators; 2) can and should have a role in developing common teaching &
professional norms; 3) must discover that their capacity for leadership is
particularly necessary to supporting new teachers.
Life History
Life history is research that goes beyond the individual personal story and
situates both the respondent’s narrative accounts and the researcher’s
interpretations within a larger context. I understand “context” to be the more
dynamic possibilities Cole & Knowles (2001) rather than that of a traditional
history.
Instrumental Case Study
Stake (2000) distinguishes between intrinsic and instrumental case studies
as the focusing on one particular case for its inherent value versus a case that
illuminates a topic. Thus an intrinsic case study aims to provide a better
understanding of one particular case.

An instrumental case study is designed to

provide insight into an issue or to develop generalizations.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF SELECTED RESEARCH LITERATURE
Introduction
This review of selected research addresses three distinct areas of the
literature which provide the conceptual frame for my study: a) agency, b)
personal and professional networks and c) teacher leadership. First I will define
agency, explore how an individual can access her/his own agency and connect
the concept of agency to the role of the teacher as well as the activities of
teacher leadership.
Second, I will address the network literature, touching upon how the
community networks create and convey the timeless human need for creating
and recreating both personal and professional networks. The network literature
is presented as it pertains to the use of networks by individuals for personal
advancement, the establishment of networks for perpetuation of the collective
and as networks are understood and internalized by today, as the next
generation of communities are formulated in physical and virtual spaces.
This chapter concludes with a review of research that examines teacher
leadership. In particular, how the abiding legacy of care present in the work of
teachers can support teachers in leadership not only in spite of, but as a
necessary response to, the current culture of fear is explored.

14

Agency
In this section I present the literature that has informed my understanding
of personal agency. My initial delineation of the notion of personal agency
attempted to capture the interplay between the individual and her/his context, the
dynamic quality of personal agency I sought to understand. I have paid special
attention to the interplay between private, personal and individual realms in
contrast to those that are the public, professional and networks, a distinction that
continued to arise in the literature. For simplicity I refer to the individual when
addressing the private, personal sphere and networks when referring to the
public, professional realms.

Where I refer to community I mean the entire

constellations of particular networks in which each of us holds membership. For
example, a community might include a school network, a neighborhood network,
a professional cohort, a synagogue network, and a network of childhood friends,
even if the individuals are miles away but remain part of a significant network.
The concept of agency comes from a humanist tradition that not only
recognizes but nurtures the individual’s ability to contribute through her/his
unique mix of the endless array of human talents and capacities.

Permanently

intertwined in this concept are both the individual and the collective. While static
on paper, the interactive and dynamic qualities of agency must be kept in the
forefront as it is the adaptive nature of agency that enables the seeing of it across
an individual’s existence and as a sustaining human trait. Thus, agency
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becomes a useful frame for life history research reaching across generational
and cultural norms.
For the purposes of this research, I define personal agency as the unique
expression of our human capacity to contribute by our individual actions and our
interactions with and within the networks in our lives.

This definition has been

crafted out of my own co-existence with the literature and data. This definition
intentionally focuses on the essence of personal agency as a unique expression
by each of us and what it means for us to access and enact our personal agency
rather than attempting to define it more globally. Researchers such as Casey
(1993) who names her intent and Stone (2002) who identifies her gradual shift as
a researcher from seeking how women found voice to what it meant for them to
have voice help pave the way for this type of research. To offer a global
definition with data from one instrumental case would not be methodologically
sound. To do so would neither honor the intent of life history, which draws from
the particulars of life story, nor grounded theory that builds from daily
experiences.
The following four sections address agency as it pertains to: Agency:
Meaning, Complexities and Choices, Agency as an Essential Human Struggle;
Agency as a Continuous Process of Reshaping; and Agency in Organization
Theory- Seeking Balance. All sections build a deeper and more complex
understanding of the notion of agency.
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Agency: Meaning, Complexities and Choices
Human agency is an abiding interest of mine. Our species’ unique ability to
author our lives while making meaning of our own lived experience, to
understand our particular journey by fleshing out the complexities of living life
itself and to make choices about what and whom we value in a social context
continues to engage me. Over the last decade of teaching, working within
professional associations and doctoral research, the roots of this abiding interest
have been broadly labeled as phenomenology, a feminist epistemology and
constructivism (See Figure 1).
Phenomenology
My education in phenomenology has been primarily experiential. During
my masters program I read a small monograph by Pat Carini (1979) entitled, The
Art of Seeing and the Visibility of the Person, that seriously impressed upon me
the power of looking carefully and deeply. Since that time Pat Carini’s work and
my work with the Prospect Archives and Center for Education and Research
have been a sustaining force in my educational career. Through my work with
Prospect, particularly through the descriptive review of a child (Himley, 2000) and
other descriptive processes, I have internalized a phenomenological perspective.
The assumption across all of the Prospect work is that all children, all teachers,
all parents share in the essence of childhood, teaching and parenting
respectively. Van Manen (1990) names this phenomenological quest as
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Figure 1. Contributing Influences to the Idea of Agency

The level of epistemology is important because it determines which
questions merit investigation, which interpretive framework will be used to
analyze findings and to what use any ensuing knowledge will be
put...Epistemological choices about whom to trust, what to believe, and
why something is true are not benign academic issues. Instead, these
concerns tap the fundamental questions of which versions of truth will
prevail.
-Patricia Hill Collins (2000, 252)
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“...asking the question of what is the nature of this phenomenon as an essentially
human experience” (p. 62).
During my doctoral course work I had the pleasure of taking Irv Seidman’s
Phenomenological In-depth Interviewing course. This method of interviewing
resonated with me immediately as it created an entry point for me as a
researcher by drawing on what I knew as a teacher. Since that time, I have
come to understand how both the intensive observation and knowing promoted
by Pat Carini and the Prospect descriptive processes as well as the intensive
listening and knowing put forth by Irv Seidman (1998) and in-depth interviewing
can be a phenomenological approach. Patton (1990) confirms this when he
explains that a phenomenological perspective can be “either or both” a focus on
experience, that through interviews researchers can learn how an individual
makes sense of those experiences, and/or a mandate for the researcher to be a
participant observer as to experience the phenomenon. Either way the
phenomenological approach assumes there is an essence of teacher leadership.
Feminism
In the following I articulate my feminist epistemology by drawing upon the
work of contemporary socialist feminist and U. S. Black feminist Pat Hill-Collins.
This epistemology frames my inquiry about agency and leadership as located in
personal identity and social position.
The socialist feminist literature addresses the oppression of the worker in
capitalist society and the oppression of women in patriarchal society (Tong,
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1998). By articulating the need for a distinct theory naming gender-biased
capitalist patriarchy, contemporary social feminists critique Marxist feminists for
explaining capitalism as gender-blind rather than explicitly gender-biased. It is
significant for these feminists to go beyond the common socialist feminist critique
that a theory about gender-biased patriarchy has merely been added to the
existing theory of gender-neutral capitalism (Tong, 1998). In practice, this
contemporary theory is committed to fighting the institutionalized gender-bias in
capitalism and patriarchy while simultaneously committed to fighting the
combined power harnessed to keep them both in place. I concur with the
contemporary socialist feminists who do not see sexism as an added
consideration to Marxism. Drawing on the work of the contemporary socialist
feminists, I seek to turn the light on all institutionalized oppressions by making
use of the intersectionality paradigm.
This intersectionality paradigm is facilitated by the notion of feminist
poststructuralism that does not recognize a dominant narrative, such as the
historically male dominant narrative.

Poststructural feminists also reject the idea

of any person having a fixed social position. For example, in a given context I am
located as a mother, a researcher, an activist, a teacher or some combination
thereof. My position may be as woman, White or middle-class. One of my initial
hesitancies about poststructuralism was the idea of seeing the self as
fragmented, especially for a researcher striving for integrity. This is where the
intersectionality paradigm enables multiple subject positions (i.e. White, woman
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researcher) to converge in context and create a position to critique, shed light on,
and challenge dominant narratives. Thus the intersectionality paradigm, drawing
upon the multiple subject positions or fragments of the self, empowers each of us
to exist more completely and honestly than under the disempowered illusion that
we are just a singular melded identity.
This intersectionality paradigm is politically not as neat as a generalized
agency but extends the idea of agency by locating it. To assert a broadly
“humanist” agency is to assert an idea that historically translates into agency for
those in the privileged position. By locating the idea of agency in social positions,
including institutional contexts, I am attempting to broaden the possibilities of
what constitutes expressions of agency and honor the power each intersection of
position holds to validate and resist.
In her discussion of Black feminist epistemology, Patricia Hill Collins
(2000) offers three significant self-preserving modes of self-validation and
resistance: a) lived experience as a criterion of credibility and meaning, b)
centrality of dialogue in assessing knowledge claims and c) ethics of caring and
personal accountability. What is surprising about these is how much they echo
the discussion of credibility in life history research. What is affirming is that these
modes offer a guide for a thoughtful, reflective and respectful expansion of the
idea of agency for this life history research.
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Socialtransformative Constructivism
I draw upon the work of Alberto Rodriguez (1998) and sociotransformative
constructivism as “an alternative orientation to teaching and learning that takes
into account how social, historical and institutional contexts influence learning
and access to learning in schools” (1998, p. 590). Not intended as a “theory of
everything,” sociotransformative constructivism adds to the repertoire of
strategies for those of us committed to making social justice work part of our
everyday classroom practice and of ideas informing our research practice. Not a
recommendation for feel-good rhetoric, Rodriguez clearly reports “pedagogical
strategies that show promise in helping preservice teachers move from the realm
of good intensions to transformative action” (1998, p.592).
In his sociotransformative constructivism Rodriguez draws from two
theoretical bases: multicultural education, which he asserts is a theory of social
justice, and constructivism, a theory of learning. In particular he names
multicultural education as having “contributed to the best prepared teachers for
social change” as well as particularly identifying the constructivism he is drawing
from as social constructivism informed by the work of Bakhtin and Vygotsky.
Borrowing from these perspectives, Rodriguez presents the four closely linked,
but not sequential, elements of sociotransformative constructivism: the dialogic
conversation, authentic activity, metacognition and reflexivity.
I exclusively utilize Rodriguez’s (1998) sociotransformative constructivism
for the unique draw upon multicultural education and social constructivism, which
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often have parallel ideas but are seldom brought together to forge new ground.
In my own work as an elementary teacher educator committed to preschool
though sixteen public education I have drawn heavily upon these two theoretical
bases. As an elementary teacher, with a particular dedication to early childhood
education, I have been steeped in the ideas of constructivism since beginning my
own teacher preparation. In my masters program I was educated in a more
psychological, individualistic and definitely Piagetian constructivism.

Since then

I have reoriented my constructivist stance to a more social constructivist stance
and in particular embrace Rodriguez’s work. The common ground across my
constructivist continuum is Vygotsky’s work (1978, 1986), which also crosses
over into the phenomenological approach.

Despite the overlapping influences,

my continued learning and my efforts to make sense of theory while engaged in
my teaching practice, I still struggle with how to promote both ideological change
and pedagogical change for teachers. The three sections that follow make
reference to Figure 2 and further explicate my current and more dynamic notion
of agency.
Agency as an Essential Human Struggle
Attending more closely to agency than any other literature, Bakan (1966)
dedicated one entire work to the “duality of human existence,” which he named
as “agency” and “communion.” Nearly twenty years later, Kegan (1982)
articulated “the two great yearnings of all humans that exist in life long tension”
as “to be included” and “to be independent.”
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It was Bakan’s work (1966) on

Figure 2. Dynamic Agency
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which Kegan (1982) built his early work in research on adult development. In my
own initial delineation of personal agency I named personal identity and social
location as key to understanding the complexities of the phenomenon of personal
agency. Yet Kegan brings forth what he calls the “tension,” the dynamic quality
of agency that still needed to be communicated.
Kegan (1982) offered the idea of “a helix of evolutionary truces” that
propelled my own thinking and definition of agency forward. This helix requires
what I will call a continuous rebalancing between the pull of agency, to be
independent, of the individual, and the pull of the communion, to be included, of
the network. In his later work, Kegan (1994) addressed the realities of this
dilemma in postmodern times and makes clear that this helix representing his
understanding of adult development is both “a means to an end and an end in
and of itself.”
With a deep understanding of both the times we live in becoming more
complicated and life becoming more complicated as we age, no matter what era,
Kegan (1994) suggests that it is not until the age of forty that we can even begin
to internalize and enact what I named as the intersectionality paradigm; that we
do not have the developmental capacity to integrate multiple perspectives,
personal identities and social locations in ways that fundamentally transform us
and our understanding of epistemology by creating new versions of our own truth
is the subject for a separate debate. Of significance here is how he radically
departs from Poststructural Feminists, for he asserts we all do have our own
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dominant narratives. We may understand it is not the only truth or the dominant
narrative for others but we each function with a dominant narrative. The
important question then becomes not if it exists or not, but if we can alter it as we
take in new information. Kegan argues that very few people are able to do so.
While many individuals remain open and accepting they cannot shift from what
Collins (2000) named the focus of epistemology as being “which version of the
truth will prevail” over a focus of creating new versions of the truth or dominant
personal narratives as we integrate new information. This assertion rings true
when considering that the most common critique of most postmodern thinkers is
that the very notion of no dominant narrative is a dominant narrative itself.
Agency as a Continuous Process of Reshaping
Whether or not one is in agreement about when or how long it takes to
achieve, the idea of a human learning continuum is found in early childhood and
adult development theory, learning theory, and is reflected in teacher education
and educational research. I see the idea of personal agency as a shared aspect
of the human journey. Eisner (2006) reminds us that the notion of each individual
having something to contribute dates back to the Romantic period. He
underscores the lessons we in education can learn from the arts, like Kegan
(1982), by valuing the process as well as the product for there is much to be
learned from the means in and of themselves.
Like other educational efforts that began in the mid-sixties to mid¬
seventies, Pat Carini (1979, 2001a, 2001b) and the Prospect School and Center
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for Educationai Research have contributed greatly to the teacher-driven
educational movement on the East Coast of the United States by perpetuating a
view of humanity that is grounded in the particular and the idea of “ever in the
making.” Rogers (2006) identifies Carini’s view of humanness as an expansion
of Dewey’s idea of “continuous” where “her view of humanness is grounded in a
phenomenological perspective where the human being is seen as ‘continuous’”
(p. 14) (See Figure 2).
What pushes the rebalancing rather than simple resting in the individual or
a network location is illuminated by social identity and social justice literature.
Social identity theory (Hardiman & Jackson, 1992), particularly the understanding
of the common ground of social identity development for all people across
subject positions and social locations put forward in a social justice frame by
Adams, Bell and Griffin (1997), offers the notion of “internalization” and
“redefinition” (See Figure 2) being the dynamic dance that we as humans begin
as early as age three (3) or four (4). Like a spring moving in all directions
simultaneously, we humans are constantly, continuously grappling with who we
are as individuals in relation to a given network(s) as well as attempting to master
more integrated versions of self in relation to our complete community of
networks.
Agency as a concept from the social justice arenas evokes the rights of
each of us to enact our own values while respecting others’. In this
understanding of the interconnectedness of the individual and her/his networks
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we can understand the assumption that all things personal are also political.
Freire (1970) initially made this assertion for the educative purpose of liberating
each individual from internalized oppressive consciousness, or from what I would
name as internalized oppressive network experiences. Through praxis (Freire,
1970), which connects theory and practice, one can access “themselves” or as
described by sociotransformative constructivism (Rodriguez, 1998) the blending
of multicultural educational practices with social constructivism to enact
strategies of personal agency.

I will now move on to the use of agency in

organizational theory to inform how to establish and maintain a healthy network
in which all members take responsibility for their role, and see the effects of their
personal agency on the whole.
Agency in Organization Theory - Seeking Balance
The work of Ford (1992) in his Motivational Systems Theory offers another
perspective on personal agency. Motivational Systems Theory provides
conceptual clarity by integrating the wealth of motivational theories. The resulting
framework offers both heuristic and practical utility by infusing a developmental
orientation and contends “that motivation provides the psychological foundation
for the development of human competence in everyday life” (p.16). Ford
emphasizes that what he calls personal agency beliefs, “play a particularly crucial
role in situations that are of the greatest developmental significance- those
involving challenging but attainable goals” (p.124).

Ford continues by clarifying

that personal agency beliefs are (a) only significant when there is some goal in
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place, (b) most effective when the personal relevance and value is high and (c)
the dominant motivational factor once a goal has been committed to, even if
context demands focusing on “controllable short-term goals” (Barden & Ford,
1990). Inclination and capacity to commit to a goal are informed by both
personal capabilities and environmental responsiveness, what I have named the
individual, private, and personal spheres and the public, professional and
networks.
Belief in one’s capacities is key to my understanding of agency. Ford’s
(1992) Motivational Systems Theory draws from Bandura’s (1977, 1986) concept
of self-efficacy among other work on “personal efficacy,” “agency beliefs” and
“perceived competence.” What is important is the shift from Bandura’s (1977)
early self-efficacy definition focusing on capacity to “execute the behavior
required to produce outcomes” to an acknowledged multiplicity of cognitive,
social and motor self-efficacies as being “concerned with generative capabilities,
not with component acts” (Bandura, 1986, p.397). In addition, Bandura (1986)
signals the clear warning against assuming that predictions about skill
performance can be made from generalized knowledge of personal agency
beliefs. Ford’s (1992) Motivational Systems Theory explicitly acknowledges that
capacity beliefs may only influence discrete circumstances or be more pervasive
depending on the scope of the capacity. For example, a perceived inability to
deal with snakes will affect fewer circumstances than a perceived inability to deal
with crowds of people.
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The multiple contexts we are asked to function in influence our
expressions of personal agency and Ford (1992) identifies that “the precise
meaning of a context belief depends on the particular environmental components
relevant to that achievement” (p. 130). For example, the environment might be
incongruent with one’s agenda, biological, transactional and cognitive
capabilities, not have the material and informational resources needed or fail to
provide an emotionally supportive climate that facilitates effective functioning.
One can see why context beliefs are sometimes referred to as “perceptions of
control” but that these beliefs are not to be confused or conflated with personal
agency beliefs (see Figure 2).
Finally, Ford (1992) identifies ten (10) personal agency belief patterns as
follows, with the caveat that while described in “trait-like terms” they are neither
stable nor consistent qualities of people.

The Motivational Systems Theory

Taxonomy of Personal Agency Belief Patterns includes: Robust, with strong
context and capacity beliefs; Tenacious, with variable context and strong
capability beliefs; Modest, with strong context and variable capability beliefs;
Vulnerable, with variable context and capacity beliefs; Accepting or Antagonistic,
with negative context and strong capability beliefs; Fragile, with positive context
and weak capability beliefs; Self-Doubting, with variable context and weak
capability beliefs; Discouraged, with negative context and variable capability
beliefs; and Hopeless, with negative context and weak capability beliefs. What
these patterns represent is an understanding of “personal and environmental

30

resources that can both vary across situations and change over time in
significant ways” (p. 137).
I have paid such close attention to Ford’s (1992) Motivational Systems
Theory not only to emphasize the joint role of capacity and context beliefs that
contribute to personal agency beliefs as the “effective functioning and the
mechanisms by which they do so,” (p. 133) but it offers a balanced concept that
does not obscure the contribution of capacity with context or vice versa. This
definition of personal agency beliefs highlights the interplay between the
individual’s belief in her/his own personal capacity and her/his beliefs about the
public and/or professional context in which s/he is asked to function. By focusing
on the balance and interplay one can see that hindrances and possibilities can
come from either arena. This embraces both what each individual thinks s/he is
capable of as well as the environments, contexts, or social locations s/he operate
in and therein forms possible locations of personal agency.
The individual being central to her own experience, there is also the
influence of and on the collective mix and remix of individuals. These collectives
come together to make an individual’s community, but it is multiple networks that
coalesce to compose an individual’s community. The next section attends to the
literature addressing networks and other intentionally woven communities in both
personal and professional life. The concept of a network then moves beyond
individual agency as well as the multiple networks an individual is part of to the
collective agency of each network member. This relationship to something
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bigger than one’s self, the keeping of one eye beyond the singular toward the
collective survival, success, etc., all frame and reframe the ideas of power,
success and contribution.
Personal and Professional Networks
Three hundred thousand years ago our ancestors formed networks for
survival, perpetuation of the species and perhaps even play. Three decades ago
networks were the three major television broadcasting systems. Today, networks
have multiple applications and meanings. The May 7, 2007 issue of Forbes
magazine focused on The Power of Networks. This 90th anniversary issue
underscored the pervasiveness of networks in our current lives. Microsoft
creates software to encourage and enhance collaboration, the nation’s largest
foundations are collaborating to create giving networks, and there are the everproliferating networks of the World Wide Web such as You Tube and My Space.
Of course there are also the electronic networks of the human brain, which as we
come to understand more about it continues to out perform our most advanced
imitations.
The presentation of the following relevant literature on networks is
organized to frame the use of networks by individuals for their own personal
advancement; the use of networks to preserve and perpetuate the collective
good in particular by African-American cultural and educational networks; and
finally those of and for Generation Y, the networked generation. What is most
relevant to this research is how educators and researchers across generations,
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class and culture can come to an understanding of networks and community
today that can be created when teacher-leaders commit to the education of the
“community’s” children.
Networking for Personal Advancement
My generation is said to be the “me” generation focused predominantly on
self-advancement and the contribution of women in the work force. Our own
childhoods were influenced by our collective experience of then cutting edge
television such as Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood and The Electric Company. The
many programs like these brought particular worlds to children and provided a
common experience of what became cultural norms and references.
Like other educational efforts that began in the mid-sixties to mid¬
seventies, Pat Carini (1979, 2001) and the Prospect School and Center for
Educational Research have contributed greatly to the teacher-driven educational
movement on the East Coast by perpetuating a view of humanity that is
grounded in the particular and what Carini (1979, 2001) names as “ever in the
making.” Rogers (2006) identifies Carini’s view of humanness as an expansion
of Dewey’s idea of “continuous,” where “her view of humanness is grounded in a
phenomenological perspective where the human being is seen as ‘continuous.’”
(p. 14).

Lieberman and Miller (1999) cite the Descriptive Review Process as an

occasion for collaborative talk and attending to the individual student so that new
standards that emerge form the vision and values of the teacher, student and
their contexts. Lieberman and Miller (1999) name such a forum as the
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opportunity to both “create” and “recreate” schools by the teachers and teacher
leaders who reside in them.
The opportunity for collaborative talk and side-by-side inquiry forums
continue to exist today. In a contemporary work about teacher leaders, Portner
(2005) identifies The Teachers’ Loft’s work as a model that, “depends on the
collaboration of a wide variety of committed people directly and actively
participating in the process, that collaborative-doing. The operative phrase in the
definition of collaborative-doing is direct and active participation" (p.78, emphasis
in the original).
Advocating for keeping the human touch in teaching practice and the sense
of a cared-for experience, Noddings (2001) offers thoughtful consideration of the
role of caring in the teaching profession and how the path and products of
professionalization may not align with the mission of helping occupations. She
pointedly names professionalization at its worst “oppressing educators with a
single view of what it means to be a good teacher, and the rich variety of ways to
care may be lost” (p. 104).
With the contemporary generation, action-oriented networks that promote
the exploration and naming of one’s own professional values and knowledge are
changing the face of teaching and teacher education (Chin & Young, 2007).
These forums help teachers seeking standards to uphold and actions to be
taken to “cultivate” (Kagan & Hallmark, 2004) leadership from within the ranks.
An example is the development of early childhood leaders who are inculturated
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(Swanson, Snell, Koency & Berns, 2000) in the norms of early childhood.
Direct action has been called for at the state level as well. In a discussion
draft of the Elements of a New System for Educator Effectiveness report, dated
April 24, 2007, the Massachusetts Commissioner of Education calls for “the need
for change” and outlines the “principles to guide development of a new system.”
The thrust of the report calls for recognition of the employment line and the
necessary support for “the continuous growth of educators from pre-service, to
the first years of employment (where preparation must continue), to ongoing
professional development that enables many to achieve mastery” (p 1).
This contemporary call for collaboration provides strength to a legacy of
care provided by marginalized groups in order to preserve and perpetuate their
existence. The active perpetuation of a caring norm has existed historically
among women and in the traditionally female, caring professions such as
education. A valuing of education to preserve culture and advance the collective
is a strong legacy from within the African-American, particularly southern AfricanAmerican communities. This idea of tending to the collective and advancement
of the collective good is the focus of the next section.
Networking for Collective Good
The collective worldview captured in the use of the Japanese proverb,
“None of us is as smart as all of us,” reflects the academic legacy of Vygotsky
(1962; 1978) and the work of Lave, (1988, 1996) Lave & Wenger (1991) among
others to understand cognition as it occurs in a social context. De Laat & Simons
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(2002) suggest that the “merger of intellectual and social processes may be a
fundamental feature of group mediated cognition” (p 1). Thus, the social
component creates a generative tension between the group and the individuals
which fuels the collective knowledge making. In short, each group member
comes to an understanding and the collective group comes to an understanding
that reflects the amalgamation of the individual sense making. As De Laat &
Simons (2002) articulate, “In this process interaction between individuals, as well
as their shared and individual cognitions, are the key aspects of co-construction
of knowledge, meaning and understanding” (p 2).
The importance of context in creating the environment for teacher networks
and leadership expression was the focus of many educational researchers in the
1980’s (Mertens & Yarger, 1981; Lieberman, 1988; Lightfoot, 1986). Rosenholtz
(1989) found that authentic community experiences inspired teacher and teacher
leaders to engage in professional actions that improved classroom instruction.
This empowerment through collective and collaborative doing emphasized the
power of networks and collective learning.
I take the term collective learning from De Laat & Simons (2002) who
distinguish collective learning from learning together:
Sometimes, people undergo or undertake learning together, but without
any actual or intended collective outcomes. Then the learning processes
are collective, but the learning outcomes may be only individual ones. In
other cases, however, actual or intended outcomes of learning (in terms of
learning and/or in terms of changes in work processes or outcomes) are
collective. Thus there is a distinction between learning in social
interactions (with and from others) and collective learning (where the
members consciously strive for common (learning and / or working)
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outcomes). These forms of collective learning are also called “group
learning” and “organizational learning.”
We prefer to use the term
“collective learning” for ways of learning where the intended outcomes
(and maybe, but not necessarily, the processes of learning) are collective
(P 2).
Distinctive in this definition is the intent of learning with others for a shared
outcome. Recognition of the process and the outcome being shared denotes the
idea of a network for collective good, not a kind of networking for self¬
advancement.
Exemplified in Walker’s (2005) work on Black educator networks is the
effectiveness of fostering a learning environment where all adults are understood
to be contributing intellectual members. Together, group members look at the
interpersonal level of learning (De Laat & Simons, 2002) and value
understanding, as well as foster life long learning/professional learning that
benefits the collective.
Johnson and Boles (2001) chronicle teachers’ efforts to organize during the
1900s. This documentation of early activist women organizing for workers’ rights,
mostly women who had the career choice of teacher, secretary or nurse, merged
the shared vision and desires of teachers, feminists and union leaders. In the
mid-1900s the child study movement emerged, shifting the focus to the
professional activities of educators and understanding how to thoughtfully serve
c

children. The Teacher Center movement of collective, local professional growth
opportunities for and by teachers would not only last from the mid-sixties into the
eighties decades but in many cases did so with the support of state and federal
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funds. On the heels of the Teacher Center movement was the development of
Teacher Networks such as the North Dakota Study Group on Evaluation and the
Prospect Center. These networks, often expressed as study groups, were
formed around an educational issue such as the open classroom movement or
an intention such as description. The example of Lillian Weber’s Workshop
Center housed at the City University of New York demonstrates the
cohesiveness of educators all along the spectrum who are embracing learning
opportunities and gathering to improve practice. These trends also opened up the
possibility of “self-chosen professional development” such as the work of the
National Writing Project and the Bread Loaf Network that continue into the 21st
century.
By the latter half of the century there was a critique of the teacher
organizations for the predominant practice of centralized decision making despite
local organization and issues. At the time Dr. Webb took on the principalship in
Greenburgh, in the early 90’s, teacher organizations had moved to school-based
management and the particular trend of shared-decision making. At this same
time the more formalized teacher research (Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992) and
teacher research groups (Lytle & Cockran-Smith, 1990) emerged from the
sustaining yet more fluid teacher inquiry efforts.
The Networked Generation
In the next five years, the bubble of Baby Boomer generation teachers will
reach retirement (Ingersoll, 2000) at the same time as the National Commission
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on Teaching and America’s Future (2007) identifies a leveling off of those
entering teaching. In these critical educational times, teacher educators must
help educational leaders take the long look at the financial and instructional
returns of investing in the collective talents of new teachers, as members of this
Next Educational Wave TM (The Teachers’ Loft, 2005) teach and lead the next
generation into adulthood and into our global, high-speed world. These emerging
new teachers, both from Generation Y and career changers, are personally and
professionally fluent in collaboration, multi-media and member projects (see
Figure 3) (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 2007; Wong
and Wong, 2007) and seek meaningful work (Chin & Young, 2007, Futernick,
2007).
Community, understood as multiple personal and professional networks
(see Figure 4), encourages these teachers’ ability to sustain themselves
(Ingersoll, 2000; MetLife, 2005; Wong, Britton & Ganser, 2005; Futernick, 2007;
Massachusetts Commissioner of Education Report, 2007). As is true in
business, researchers (Hargreaves, 2003; Whisnant, Elliott, & Pynchon, 2005;
Wagner, 2006) identify and forecast the increased centrality of interdependency
of individuals in education on each other as the changes in policy and
populations occur more broadly and rapidly. The age-old isolated classroom
model has been eradicated by our current culture of monitoring and corrective
action. Yet these same policies require a new kind of teaching-learning
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continuum that supports the critical skills of reflection, flexibility, responsiveness
and problem solving skills.
The ability for workers, or teachers, to “construct work process knowledge
in the course of their work” (Borehan, pi41) is the bedrock of a knowledge
economy and a necessity for what Boreham (2006) identifies as the “learning
citizen.” Rather than a problematic division of school and workplace, Boreham
(2006) promotes both learning and knowledge as part of the work and learning
processes, which in turn embraces both as socio-cultural activity. As Boreham
(2006) illustrates, this then makes the worker, or teacher, central, indeed at the
very heart of the knowledge economy. Boreham (2006) goes on to say:
The citizen should not be conceived as a cog in an industrial machine, not
as a receptacle for procedural training, not as a slave to a programme of
industrial development designed by others, but as someone centrally
involved in creating knowledge that drives industry and commerce (and
pubiic services, too).
...An economy built out of flexible, informed,
knowledge creating organizations cannot rely on workers who are denied
opportunities for taking control of their own work, nor denied opportunities
to engage in sense-making at work. Nor can it depend on workers who
have received only minimal levels of theoretical instruction in their field of
work. ...It is time, therefore, to recognize the agency of the learning
citizen, (p. 141-142)

By drawing upon the agency of each individual and the inter-generational
legacy of collective learning we can envision creating our own networks such as
The Teachers’ Loft, Teacher Group In the Valley, Prospect and National Writing
Project. These sites of concerned professionals and community leaders combat
the culture of fear, one child, one teacher, one classroom at a time, (Himley,
2000) so that a community’s students can benefit from vibrant teacher leadership
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Figure 3. Network Elements
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Figure 4. Constellation of Networks make a Community
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from those who continue to pursue professional knowledge and improve their
teaching practice for the particular children they interact with each day.
Teacher Leadership
The teacher leadership addressed in this chapter focuses on the traits and
principles of leadership rather than the role teacher leaders fill. For the purposes
of this research, I define a teacher leader as an educator with a teaching history
who has the capacity to mobilize and focus human beings (teachers, parents,
community members, etc) to achieve educational results. This definition
intentionally leaves open the possibility for formal leadership roles as well as
unstructured and situational expressions of leadership. Three assumptions about
teachers and the nurturing of teacher leadership that pervade this chapter are
(Bray, 2007) that teachers: 1) have the capacity to steward our own learning and
professional growth as educators; 2) can and should have a role in developing
common teaching and professional norms (however alternative and/or
marginalized they may be and 3) discover that their capacity for leadership is
particularly necessary to supporting new teachers. The following literature
addresses the legacy of care present in teacher leadership as it co-exists with in
the current culture of fear.
The Legacy of Care
In our current times of high-speed data transmission and high-speed life,
the particular role defined by educational trends and mandates becomes
secondary to tapping the leadership capacity of individuals across roles. The
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importance of individual teachers taking risks in order to perpetuate a legacy of
care and combat the historically pervasive norms of caution (Sarason, 1971;
Barth, 2001) is linked to what I have come to call our current culture: “culture of
fear.”
The contemporary educational policies, in particular the monitoring and
corrective actions of No Child Left Behind, enacted in a preexisting “culture
of...pathological caution” (Barth, 2001) have created a ripening of this culture of
fear. This fear, of failure and dehumanizing reprisal for a lack of compliance to
external mandates, coincides with the continued narrowing of acceptable learning
outcomes and educational routes to these outcomes. While these present-day
policies have forced teachers to interact beyond their individual, isolated
classrooms, these policies have also intimidated teaching professionals, reduced
their ability to take informed risks, and spread fear rather than promoting
collaboration. These policies force out veteran teachers only to be replaced by
new teachers who are even less certain about how far to push the boundaries or
what risks can really be taken without repercussions, even when the intent is for
improved student achievement. Ironically, as employment and fiscal issues
continue to draw attention to new teacher induction, the formal and informal
opportunities for caring about practice, colleagues and students are being
systematically denied.
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With an obsessive dependency on order, measured results and outcomes
that too frequently restrict the most burdened teachers and students with
scripted, air-tight curriculum, Berry, Hoke & Hirsch (2004) remind of the import in:
...providing sustained and purposeful professional support to teachers,
including—and perhaps especially—those in the beginning years of their
profession, as a means of maintaining a strong, stable workforce and
improving measurable outcomes for student learning (Berry, 2004;
Johnson et al., 2005).
As Berry Hoke & Hirsch (2004) and Johnson et al. (2005) both recognize,
in our most burden schools it is most often new teachers who take the
brunt of policies that bring order rather than learning to all.
Eisner (2006) names outright the logic of the “orderly approach to school
practice that seems irrefutable” as dependency on clarity and specificity that
means “risk entails not pursuing surprise, but failing to meet the specifications
laid down by curriculum planners and reinforced by school administrators and
others responsible for the performance level of the students.” Risk, as Eisner
(2006) notes, is no longer about creative, professional engagement, rather risk
today is about engaging in professional activities with the fear of punishment for
non-compliance. Barth (2007) further distinguishes genuine failure, where
growth and learning can occur, from the fear of failure, which is absent of growth
and learning and flooded with anxiety. Barth (2007) asserts that a person must
have permission to fail if s/he is being asked to succeed and that learning
success requires taking risks with the supports that ensure safety, stating:
“Failure is often less painful and debilitating than the fear of failure.” In the real-
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world of the knowledge society instructing our children, and for that matter our
teachers, to be afraid of failure and to comply with unsafe, punitive policies only
ensure their lack of competitiveness in the emerging ever-more-global and
economically-driven society. Our future depends on teacher leaders who can
offer safety and encourage risk taking by taking risks themselves, including the
risk to exhibit and value human variety and a caring disposition. Education
needs teacher leaders who value the daily work of classrooms and can continue
the legacy of care as a core of the human educative experience.
Berline (1988) grappled with the ideas of positive and negative liberty, an
arguably rhetorical debate for the application of either is some form of limitation
or oppression of liberty. Yet Berline (1988) makes visible the human capacity to
leverage the restriction of individual liberties, even the threat of restriction, to
“effect” change. The question examined in the next section addresses change
brought about at what cost to our liberty, even at what cost to how we see
ourselves, and “others,” as human.
The Culture of Fear
The culture of fear in education is the result of multiple social and
educational factors. In the largest social context, we live in a post 9/11 country
where there is palpable, daily struggle between safety and human rights.
This is a struggle fueled by the tension of genuine cultural post-traumatic
stress, yet a stress exacerbated by those leading our country fostering, if not
overtly cultivating, a climate of binary thinking: win-lose, us-them, good-evil. In
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our capitalist society, economic scarcity models such as Freidman’s (2003) “The
World is Flat” add to the sense of America “slipping” and initial reactionary
responses calling for the need to get tough, work harder and regress toward
“back-to-basics” and “pull yourself up by your boot straps.” The real world, as
Thomas Friedman (2003) has taken to reminding us of regularly, is not guided by
the realities and assumptions of yesterday, indeed barely by those of today, as
our ever more global society is in a rapid state of perpetual adaptation and
transformation. What Berlin (1988) Friedman (2003) and Eisner (2006) share is
the clarity that in order to be successful we too must adapt and transform.
What the real world of public education will and can look like in our
postmodern knowledge economy (Gardner, 1999; Lee, 2005; Wagner, 2006) is
the pressing question. Framed in a way that underscores how this new real
world will affect all of us whether we see ourselves as dealing in the “economy”
or not, Hargreaves (1994, 2003) articulates the reality of our knowledge society
as one that demands an educational professional with individual personal agency
and the ability to enact it in multiple networks. In teacher education (Rogers &
Babinski, 2002) as well as learning communities across the educational spectrum
(Wenger, 1998), practice in the United States, as is already the case in other
countries, must move toward more conversation and collaboration. Gergen
(1999), incorporating some of Bakhtin’s (1981) theory of dialogue, offers an
alternative to the “individually-contained self” concept, what he terms the
“relational self.” Boreham (2006) suggest that such a shift requires a rethinking
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of personal autonomy. Sherwin (1998) offers the suggestion that it would be
preferable to think of the autonomous person as one integrated into complex
personal and professional networks.
This teacher, or teacher as leader, must embrace risks, face challenges,
accept and incorporate feedback (Hattie & Timperley, 2007) at the speeds of the
21st century and rely on her/his own sense of internalized credibility. Abbott
(1988) and Collins (1990) are two sociologists who argue that often professional
knowledge is developed to serve as status as well as a barrier to prevent others
access.
In his critique of official knowledge, Apple (2000) insists that “accords” and
“compromises” are in the politics of official knowledge and serve the dominant
group(s) as they are not made between those with equal power. While everoccurring, these compromises are unstable and changing, thus continuously
offering new “spaces” for humane, democratic action. Four decades ago Miles
Horton (1998) of the Highlander School articulated the idea of possibility as
seeing the world with two eyes, both focused but one on what is and one on what
can be.
As seen before, the world of business has responded faster by moving
forward with concise responses to the current culture (see Networks). Our
current technology creates one of the greatest contemporary opportunities for
action via the internet and all of its iterations. In fact among the huge diversity of
choices and incredibly easy access, we see the endless possible “spaces”
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created. The economic future has been shaped by our expanded access and the
ability to offer increased selection at decreased or even no initial cost. This
phenomenon is known as “the long tail” (Anderson, 2006). Of importance to
education and particularly teacher leadership is that phenomenon levels the
scarcity model, for there is not only plenty for everyone but everyone can select
the particulars of when and what they want (at least in the merchandizing world).
This idea also makes it possible to pursue ideas where in earlier generations the
initial set-up and production costs would be prohibitive. In short it makes for an
economic worldview where every item has potential value and each contributes
to the bottom line rather than a single product or two “earning” the vast majority
of the profits.
By embracing the possibilities of leadership in all teachers we employ the
worldview of the “long tail.” By having a diversity of choices and access to those
choices not only are we enriched by the diversity and options but the access for
all to contribute to the choices is increased while the risk of contributing is
decreased.
In keeping with my research methodology and the life history participant
selected for this research (See Chapter 3), I conclude with the potential courses
of action that can be the result of thoughtful questioning offered by De Laat &
Simons (2002). A question parallel to my own about what fosters and sustains
teacher leaders, is what moves people beyond thinking only of themselves into a
leadership stance of thinking about larger collectives of people, an opportunity to
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perpetuate the legacy of care rather than cultivate fear. De Laat & Simons (2002)
ask and then offer the following:
How can one make the step from individual outcomes to collective
outcomes? We think that there are three answers to this question: (a) when
groups or organizations reflect upon the common implicit outcomes of
learning, (b) when they reflect on or plan common explicit learning
outcomes and (c) when they define common plans for externalization in the
group or the organization (p. 3, emphasis in the original).
The identification, through reflection, of both the implicit results as well as the
concerted effort to co-author explicit outcomes engages the leader and
followers(s) in common outcomes and a reciprocal relationship. Once in
relationship and communication about the desired outcomes, the step toward
externalization codifies a collective.
Kouzes and Posner (2002) offer five practices of exemplary leadership as
“uncovered” in their case study and survey research on “personal-best
leadership.” Like this life history research, Kouzes and Posner (2002) focused on
everyday people and among them found similar ways of being. Emphasizing that
“Leadership is not at all about personality, it’s about practice,” Kouzes and
Posner’s (2002) research stresses that we all have access to the following five
practices in our daily lives: 1) model the way, 2) inspire a shared vision, 3)
challenge the process, 4) enable others to act and 5) encourage the heart. In
detailing these practices, Kouzes and Posner (2002) underscore that
relationships, the strong networks of people not singular greatness, lead to
success and extraordinary results. Thus attention to celebrations, trust, learning
opportunities, taking action and a clear vision are not frivolous but fundamental
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practices for an exemplary leader.
In a Phi Delta Kappa article from almost four decades earlier, Murphy
(2007) articulates the norms of the “unheroic side of leadership.” Among these
less glamorous activities, he declares the need for “local,” “situational,” and
“people” knowledge, emphasizing crucial data that contextualizes the leader’s
vision and informs action. Of course to find such data, Murphy reminds the
reader that listening, attentive listening, goes a long way not only to collect data
but to connect with those you are leading. Murphy then names this
acknowledging of others as the potential first step in depending on others. While
a trait atypical of top leaders, through a “norm of reciprocity...leaders can often
achieve results by acting like followers and depending on followers to act like
leaders.” Murphy closes by circling back to the leaders’ need to let go enough to
learn from others a diversity of knowledge sources and to share responsibility
with all those who have a stake in the purpose and process of said leadership.
The empirical research of Collins (2007) affirms that ultimate leadership
moves beyond individual effectiveness to an organization’s “enduring greatness.”
Studying the most successful business leaders of our time, Collins (2007) found
that humility combined with will is common across all “Level 5 leaders.” Collins
(2007) himself was surprised to find Level 5 leaders more often emerging from
within a company than being recruited from the outside. In keeping with the
humility component, the Level 5 leader points to luck for much of the success
rather than her/his own personal efforts.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this chapter has addressed the relevant literature on
agency, networks and teacher leadership. The focus of agency resides in a
dynamic notion where individuals can draw upon any or all of their networks.
Individual networks then become crucibles for change not only for the individual
but also for the collective. An exacting constellation denotes an individual’s
community. By honoring the legacy of care in teaching, teachers’ leadership
potential can be realized to combat the current pervading culture of fear. In the
next chapter I address my methodology and why it is best suited to answer my
particular research questions attending to what fosters and sustains teacher
leadership.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN
Introduction
In this research, my agenda is most effectively expressed through my
methodological choices. Life history methodology reflects my valuing of, and
therefore attention to, the particulars of context. My commitment to attending to
this pursuit over time leads to a detailed and situated contribution in educational
research. My theoretical frame of agency is paralleled by a life history
methodology. The following text from Goodson & Sikes (2001) names the frame
life history offers:
The fundamental reason why researchers choose to use a life history
approach is because they believe that detailed, personal information about
how people have perceived and experienced things that have happened in
their lives will enable them to better understand whatever it is they are
studying (p. 91).
The following sections explicate my methodology (Bloom, 1998) and present the
design of this life history research as fulfillment of partial requirements for my
doctorate in education. In the first two sections I address the past and present
influences on life history and then provide my definition of life history. In the
subsequent sections I present the respondent, my data collection and data
analysis methods and then conclude with an examination of trustworthiness.
Past and Present Influences on Life History
In this section I address the long history of oral traditions, the
interdisciplinary nature of life history research and the challenges of, and to, this
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research in postmodern times. Brown (1997), speaking of African American oral
tradition states, “Oral tradition dates back to the storytelling of ancient times” (p.
83). It is also well known that Buddhist and other ancient Eastern cultures as
well as Middle Eastern cultures have passed on history, and alternative histories,
through oral traditions. It is this long lineage of oral story, often identified as
narrative traditions, that grounds life history research and compelled me to
pursue it as a research methodology.
Life history research is built on the life-story of the individual(s). In life
history research the oral story or personal narrative is viewed as a trusted source
of data.

Etter-Lewis (1996) names “Westerners’ preoccupation with the printed

word, and associated beliefs that written records are more honest and reliable
than oral accounts/reports, (even though written words can and do lie as much as
spoken ones)” (p. 8). The literary cousin of life history, the biography, has
evolved to include many contemporary, popular “unauthorized” biographies,
which play on the authority of the printed word. Similarly, the use of ghost pens
for autobiographies and autobiographies “with” another author, often a more
experienced biographer, bring into question the idea of a single truth represented
in print.
Researchers who have engaged with a life history methodology describe
the rich historical context of this work (Cole & Knowles, 2001; Dollard, 1935;
Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Josselson, 1993; Tierney, 2000; Watson & WatsonFranke, 1985). All agree on the interdisciplinary nature of life history. Across
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disciplines, as Cole & Knowles (2001) identify so succinctly, life history research
“is based on the fundamental assumption about the relationship of the general to
the particular, and that the general can best be understood through analysis of
the particular” (pi 3). The very use of the particular to inform the general has
drawn so many researchers, from a diversity of disciplines to life history
research. Valuing the particular and using it to inform the general is a reason for
the marginalized, yet sustaining, position of life history in the face of more
“techniques...designed generally for experimentation and hypothesis testing”
(Watson & Watson-Franke, 1985, p.1). Goodson & Sikes (2001) assert, “the fate
of life history methods has been inextricably linked to the historical emergence of
sociology as a discipline” (p. 12). In becoming more methodologically
“professional,” sociology moved “towards abstract academic theory” rather than
being “highly concerned with providing detailed accounts of specific communities,
institutions or organizations...” (p. 12). Providing a detailed account of a specific
life and the communities, institutions and organizations that provide context is
precisely my concern.
While sociology and anthropology are among the early disciplines to utilize
life history, clinical psychologist Sigmund Freud presented perhaps the most
renowned life history texts known to the Western world. The use of cases in
psychology is a complicated one as usually they are deficit-based or framed as
justification for a diagnosis. In short, they focus on pathology. Josselson (1993)
reports of an important shift of trying to use,
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similar methods in the study of ‘normal people’...From this vantage point,
one may look at people who represent either a process or a group. By
learning about these individuals, we can see the phenomena more clearly
in their context- we return to studying people rather than variables, (p. xiii)
This life history research illuminates the process of becoming a teacher leader.
Dr. Webb’s particular life story is an excellent case of a teacher leader whose
actions are guided by her commitment to the centrality of teaching (see A Person
Who Represents a Process section). In particular, Dr. Webb’s case illuminates
the particulars of an African American women working within and for her
distinctive community.

The Greenburgh community elected to integrate before

the 1954 Brown versus the Board of Education decision and deliberately
embraces the contribution of its diverse citizens. This dominate norm of the
community’s culture was reinforced by the generous gift from Mrs. Warburg of
her estate to further the public schools and their capacity to serve all children in
the community. It is in these social and institutional cultures that Dr. Nettie Webb
has protected and perpetuated the norms of this community as an educator for
37 years.
As an important point of clarification, life history is a research methodology
and a case or case study is a research design, not a methodology (Cole &
Knowles, 2001; Merriam,1998). Merriam (1998) identifies the common
characteristic across all case study research as the defining boundaries around a
system or case being studied. In this light, my life history project with Dr. Webb’s
life could be viewed as a case study design within this life history methodology.
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As is often true for case study, there has been a tension within life history
research between the representation of the individual’s experience and the
societal position or cultural role she represents. This tension can be found in
Dollard’s (1935) early attempts to establish criteria for life history research by
neatly separating out the individual from his social influences. Influenced by his
own academic research context, Dollard (1935) attempted to isolate the
individual so that he could then attribute social influences on the individual.
Indeed, the very tension between the particular and the generalizable along with
the central role the individual plays in the research is simultaneously the strength
of life history research and a limitation which keeps it on the margins of academic
research. Like others, I recognize Dollard’s (1935) work for its historical
importance in making the first attempt at establishing a criterion for life history
research. Yet, it is in sharp contract to William Tierney’s work sixty-five years
later.
In 1994 William Tierney discussed how life history research in the
postmodern not only created possibility but “hope”. The move from the modern
to the postmodern era, the shifting away from the objective to the subjective,
reinvigorates the possibilities for life history research (Cole & Knowles, 2001;
Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Tierney, 2000). In 2000 Tierney goes further by
suggesting life history research is not simply a tool for the past but for the future.
He states:
I have suggested that life history is something more than collective
memory. Ideology and social and cultural frames help define how we see
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the past and construct its stories. Identity is not something fixed and
predetermined; rather it is constantly re-created. In this re-creation, the
past’s histories help construct the future (p. 505).

Life history research in the postmodern, and particularly for me as a
feminist researcher, allows for the multiple versions of self to exist at the same
time and in the same text. Engaging in this type of research permits the
respondent, Dr. Webb to present her multi-faceted, complex weaving of selves by
responding from a range of social locations such as teacher, administrator, sister,
and advocate. Engaging in this type of research also permits my many roles as
researcher, teacher, mother, advocate and activist to be present rather than
requiring me to artificially compartmentalize my self as a researcher. By
disregarding the idea of a single, knowable self the multiple roles of the
respondent as well as the researcher-respondent relationship can be authentic
and present.
Since this research was proposed, I have remained alert to my
responsibility as a researcher to preserve the integrity and dignity of my
participant. Additionally, it is crucial to recognize the results of research are
communicated as text and as such becomes a fixed product. Nothing
exemplifies this better than the cleansed and past tense presentation of methods
upon completion of the research process. As the author and researcher I present
the complexities and roles of the respondent in this fixed text. That the text is a
static representation of a dynamic self must be acknowledged. These
interpretive actions, which transformed the oral life story into a printed life history,
58

have required the utmost vigilance in order to honor the respondent and her
storied life.
Definition in Life History
The literature offers multiple definitions of life history (Brown,1997; Cole &
Knowles, 2001; Dickson, 1999; Dollard,1935; Elias,1993; Goodson & Sikes,
2001; Josselson,1993; Personal Narratives Group,1989; Tierney, 2000; Watson
& Watson-Franke,1985). Many define life history in part by distinguishing it from
life story, narrative, oral history, and ethnography. What the literature agrees on
is that life history goes beyond the individual personal story and situates both the
respondent’s narrative accounts and the researcher’s interpretations within a
larger context. Traditionally this context is history. Cole & Knowles (2001)
identify a broad range of “contexts as far ranging as cultural, political, familial,
educational, and religious spheres” (p. 20) and suggest consideration as to how
life history “relates to the way in which history is defined” (p. 20). Cole & Knowles
(2001) offer the following insights and definition of history:
History is a documentation of stories told and recorded about the past
through the identification of significant people, places, moments, events,
and movements located in time and context. Exploring the issues of “the
times” and their place in the complex scheme of things is central to
historical analysis. To be a student of history is to interrogate the meaning
and significance of the past as it influences the present and the future
(keeping in mind that such study and the articulation of historical meanings
are clearly made within the domain of the scholar’s cultural and situational
perspectives)(p. 20).
For the purpose of my life history research, I defined life history as
research that goes beyond the individual personal story and situates both the
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respondent’s narrative accounts and the researcher’s interpretations within a
larger context. I understand “context “ to be the more dynamic possibilities Cole
& Knowles (2001) suggest rather than that of a traditional history. The narrative
accounts, the complete sequence of interviews provided by the respondent are
the life story.

Like narrative, the life story and subsequent life history use the

storied nature of lives as a cornerstone.

Life story and life history methods are

committed to honoring the individuality and the complexity of the respondent’s
experience. Similarly, oral history strives to reconstruct lives but is distinguished
by an intentionally collaborative effort that encourages a more active role on the
part of the narrator/researcher. Finally, I want to recognize the larger umbrella of
ethnography as a way of studying the complexities of human life, in particular the
combination of intensive and extensive involvement by the researcher.
Limitations and Strengths of this Study
The primary limitation of this study was that this study was based on one
participant respondent (n = 1). While the life history methodology addresses the
value of in-depth research, this limitation was addressed by employing multiple
methods (n = 4) to ensure depth of knowledge. Through the use of prolonged
engagement, extensive member checking, peer debriefing and researcher
journals the utmost effort has been made to strengthen this research on one life
history.
The second potential limitation of this study was that all interviews took place
in the research respondent’s home.

Given the several hundred physical miles
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separating this researcher and the respondent, the respondent’s home provided
a convenient and comfortable place for hours of interviewing. More importantly,
given how well known the respondent is in her community the privacy of her
home offered a place where confidentiality could be assured. Other typical, more
public interview locations could not guarantee confidentiality.
The third potential limitation of this study was the “close relationship” of
researcher and respondent. The process of coming to know the respondent well
and a resulting sense of closeness is a documented by-product of both in-depth
interviewing as well as prolonged engagement. In short, it is unimaginable to sit
with another person for a cumulative total of over twenty-four (24) hours, over
multiple months, listening to their life story and not have a sense of relationship.
The fourth potential limitation of this study is the intentional collaboration of
researcher and respondent in creation of the timeline, the dialogic conversations
and the extensive member checking. The strength of this collaboration is a multi¬
perspective, co-constructed meaning that represents both the researcher and the
respondent’s understandings rather than a singular more authoritative
understanding of the researcher alone.
Finally, the personal knowledge of the research respondent that comes from
engaging in research as extensive as life history can be both a limitation and a
strength. As a researcher one must staying alert to your purpose and intent in
order to guide the increased familiarity and sense of knowing the respondent.
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Researcher Agenda. Assumptions and Associations
I have been drawn to life history research by the aforementioned abiding
interest and my deeply held belief in human agency. As a teacher, I have always
been interested in beginnings. In the elementary classroom, I worked with early
childhood children in hopes that a strong and positive home/school transition
would enable them to embrace their own possibilities.
As a teacher educator and researcher, I am keen to improve the way we
treat the newest among us. In her conceptual review of the induction literature
Feiman-Nemser (1999) set squarely before all educators the responsibility of
induction. She quotes Newton, et al. (1994) who stated, “how we treat the
newest among us reflects the way we feel about ourselves as a profession” (p.
5). In short, we must continue to improve the profession by ensuring the quality
of new teachers entering the classroom. Not a novel idea, seeking profession¬
wide improvement is the thrust of the current wave of reform mandating “highlyqualified” teachers. The public (Phi Delta Kappan/Gallup Poll, 2003) is in full
agreement as to the need for and importance of qualified teachers, however, by
what criteria our society determines “highly-qualified” remains at the heart of this
public and professional debate (Berry, Hoke & Hirch, 2004; Cockran-Smith, 2003;
Nieto, 2003; Rebell & Hunter, 2004). How “highly-qualified” is defined will inform
what kind of society we are educating for—capitalist or democratic. I am eager to
see the intentional development of “highly-qualified” teachers and teacher
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leaders who can articulate and advocate for democratic education, social justice
and our public schools.
In my field study (Bray, 2004), I delved into the education of preservice
teachers and their struggles to enact a liberatory pedagogy as a way of
understanding how we can more effectively support new teachers to educate for
equity and democracy. Engaging in this field study helped me understand that
the work I want to do as a teacher educator and as an educational researcher are
not one in the same at this time. As a teacher educator I want to teach in forums
that support preservice and beginning teachers to educate for equity and
democracy, (i.e., my ongoing work with organizations and institutions such as
The Teachers’ Loft, Prospect Archives and Center for Education and Research,
University of Massachusetts Amherst, Sarah Lawrence College and Western
New England College). I want to create forums that support teachers’
development of their own sense of professional standards, their capacity for
leadership and the ability to sustain meaningful work over the long haul.
My commitment as a researcher is to a critical, intensive study of the
context and to prolonged engagement, both in the context and with the
respondent. My intention is not to study a cultural group, rather emphasize the
importance of recognizing a dominant educational culture as well as marginalized
educational sub-cultures as we conduct educational research. Like critical
ethnographers, as a researcher I move forward with a political purpose and seek
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to encourage professional and social action around the development of teacher
leaders.
As a researcher I bring my own agenda. Like researcher bias, one’s
agenda must be explored, named and kept out in the light for ongoing monitoring
and reflection throughout the research process. The term agenda, rather than
bias, more effectively describes how I represent what I uniquely have to
contribute—as a desirable trait, not as a limitation. My overarching agenda is to
promote agency. This agenda spans my most predominant roles as
teacher/teacher educator, researcher, political activist and parent.
Across all of these roles, I identify myself as a feminist researcher. As
such I seek to foreground the agency of women, in particular the struggle to
integrate (or reject) the many locations of self. I am inclined to see power
differences, oppression and themes of domination that inhibit women’s ability to
author our lives, to make choices about what and whom we value and to make
meaning of our iived experiences. Later in this proposal I will address my own
intersection of locations as they relate to Dr. Webb and this research, including
the reciprocity of our risk.
Assumptions Related to this Research Study
I am aware of several assumptions related to this research; (a) the
defining of teacher leader and leadership, (b) the assertion that leadership
qualities can be learned, and (c) the effective instruction from a single case.
First, my assumptions influence how I have defined leader and leadership. Elias
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(1993), in his life-history research with leaders for social transformation, defined
leadership “as a capacity to mobilize and focus human beings to achieve results,
recognizing that it is not equivalent to participating in a formal leadership role,
although it often is expressed through such a role” (p. 24). For the purposes of
this research, I define a teacher leader as an educator with a teaching history
who has the capacity to mobilize and focus human beings (teachers, parents,
community members, etc) to achieve educational results. This definition
intentionally leaves open the possibility for formal leadership roles as well as
unstructured and situational expressions of leadership.
Second, I believe leadership can be fostered and supported. I believe
people can learn how to be increasingly effective leaders and, therefore, I believe
professional, educational support can make a difference. I recognize that these
beliefs directly inform my teaching of preservice and inservice teachers. I
welcome these beliefs as motivation for ongoing political activity and seeking
alternative settings. I embrace the possibility in both formal learning
environments and informal learning opportunities to promote leadership.
Third, I assume that we can learn from the inherently interesting life story
of an extraordinary person and apply what we learn in a variety of settings. This
speaks to how Stake (2000) distinguishes the intrinsic from the instrumental
interests in case study design.
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Associations with Dr. Webb and her Community
I first met Dr. Nettie Webb in 1993 when I came to interview for a
kindergarten position at the Juniper Hill School where she was the principal. In
the fourteen (14) years that have passed since that day, I have known Dr. Webb
as my building principal, principal teacher, primary evaluator, as a follow
committee member, community activist and as a colleague, mentor and friend. I
have been a teacher, union representative, technology coordinator,
administrative intern and community risk taker in my roles with Dr. Webb.
Despite all the roles and relationships, it took me three years before I began to
call Dr. Webb by her first name, Nettie. Officially, the three years marked the end
of my probationary period and my achieving tenure as a teacher in Greenburgh
Central School District #7. Over a decade later, it is clear that it marked the
beginning of a relationship that would provide a rich, thoughtful, professional
alliance.
I am honored to learn from a woman like Dr. Webb who has gone before
me with an unwavering determination for success. In fact I was most eager to
hear how she defined success and learn what she valued from her array of
contributions.

An aspect of Dr. Webb that has continued in the forefront of my

mind is her multiple arenas of success.

Her accomplishments in her local

community, in a larger educational community and in the larger social frame
pushed me as a researcher to want to know what supports her sense of agency
and possibility across so many social locations.
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Dr. Webb and I both hold deeply and dearly our commitment to children.
Indeed since our first meeting our shared conviction that children are at the
center of our work as educators has been our common ground.

As a more

experienced advocate, leader, community contributor and researcher, what Dr.
Webb has shared from living and working through the last three decades is of
enormous importance to me. I hold such deep respect for my elders who have
had fuller life experiences. I also appreciate the trust needed for us to navigate
unfamiliar topics and the areas of difference Dr. Webb and I both know exist, as
well as those that were unknown to us when this research began. While many of
our experiences are different, as are many of our social locations, our shared
trust in our common ground of commitment and respect prevailed.
The reciprocity of respect is an essential element of this single, extensive
life history research. Along with the respect and the trust of this research comes
a reciprocity of risk. Dr. Webb generously agreed to share her experience as a
teacher leader with me. I agreed to depend solely on her for my data. She has
agreed to share her extensive life story over hours of interviews and through her
document collection. I have agreed to make protecting her integrity my utmost
responsibility. The risks of this exciting research are real but our existing
relationship and reciprocity of respect saw us through. As the researcher I must
appropriately rely on my methodology and my methods to carry us through the
research process with dignity.
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A Person who Represents a Process
Dr. Nettie Webb is a woman who dedicated her entire thirty-seven (37)
years of professional life to work in schools until her retirement in the spring of
2003. She is also a lifetime member of the Greenburgh, New York community in
which she worked as a teacher, language arts coordinator, active union member,
building principal and continues to work on school board committees and as an
active community member. Dr. Nettie Webb is an African American woman who
has earned two masters degrees, one in elementary and early childhood
education and another in educational administration and supervision. She
earned her doctorate in education, focusing on language arts teaching and
curriculum, from Syracuse University. A community leader and a teacher leader,
Dr. Nettie Webb has been an active part of the local, state, and national
educational landscape in a variety of capacities and invited positions.
Statistical Representation
In March of 2001 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002) the
United States census reported a total of 177 million Americans over the age or
twenty-five (25). From this total population 1.2% attained doctoral degrees. The
statistics for highest educational attainment (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2002) for persons in Dr. Webb’s age range, fifty (50) to fifty-nine (59)
years old, were a total of 525,000 in March of 2001. Of those 525,000 doctorates
earned by persons in Dr. Webb’s age range, fifty (50) to fifty-nine (59) years old,
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143,000 were earned by females and only 20,000 of those were earned by
Blacks (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002).
The educational attainment data for Black females, twenty-five (25) years
and older, graduating from college or going on to graduate studies has steadily
risen over the past four decades (U. S. Census Bureau. 2003) yet has only
achieved double digits in the last decade. The following table (see Table 1)
provides Dr. Webb’s academic achievements by year along side the data for the
educational attainment, college graduate or more, of Black females, all females
and all Blacks as reported by year, in percentages for persons twenty-five (25)
years old and over (U. S. Census Bureau. 2003). The National Center for
Educational Statistics (2003) comparative statistics of female and Black graduate
enrollment data from 1976 to 2000 also reflects this increase, with 73% more
females and 101.2% more Blacks enrolled in graduate studies in 2000 than were
in 1976.
e 1. Four Decades of Educatio nal Attainment (College Gradua te or more)
Year
Dr. Webb
Black
Females
Blacks*
Females
1966 B. A.
1969
3.3%
5.8%
6.1%
1979 M. S.
1970
4.6%
8.1%
8.8%
Elementary
16.7%
1980
8.3%
12.8%
1981 M. S.
Ed.
Administration
22.7%
18.4%
1990
10.8%
1990 Ed. D.
*Percentages were determined by adding the data of Black Males &
Females.
According to these educational attainment statistics, Dr. Webb clearly
represents an elite portion of our country’s population and a unique number of
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persons, females and Blacks in her age range that have earned doctorates. In
short, Dr. Webb is one of only 20,000 Blacks of her age in the United States who
could have met the statistical criteria for this life history research. When looking
at the comparative statistics, we understand Dr. Webb’s achievement in a larger
context. We are able to see Dr. Webb as an example of educational
achievement. We now know that she has been on the leading edge, an
exemplar of academic achievement for a person, a woman and an African
American. What this life history reveals is what bearing this larger context has on
how Dr. Webb defines her success.
Centrality of Teaching
Twenty-four (24) of Dr. Nettie Webb’s thirty-seven (37) years in education were
spent in elementary classrooms. The remaining years she served as a building
level principal, a role she understood as “the instructional leader” rather than
primarily a manager. Central for Dr. Webb in all of the roles she held across her
career was teaching. Her teaching stance informed her pursuits as she
determined how to better her community through teaching and how to better
herself through learning.
The pervasiveness of her learning stance led Dr. Webb to many
professional development opportunities including the completion of her doctorate
in education. Repeatedly Dr. Webb had the choice to move away from the daily
work of elementary schools. At various points in her career when most others
have pursued writing, research, positions in higher education or as consultants,
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Dr. Webb chose to continue to work in schools with children and teachers on a
daily basis. Dr. Webb has touched the lives of thousands of children and their
families across multiple generations. Dr Webb has influenced the daily,
functional understanding of what teaching and professionalism mean by working
along side hundreds of teachers on behalf of children.
Dr. Webb’s career path involved endless direct service, consequently we
do not know her as a published writer or researcher. The philosophy, beliefs and
strategies of her daily work were not documented by her for scholarship so others
might learn from her or for profit so others could recreate her ideas in their own
contexts. Yet when one looks at a range of well-known educational leaders over
the last century, even those identified as child- or teacher-centered, none have
spent multiple decades with teachers and children in classrooms. John Dewey
who left high school teaching for academia after three years and became one of
the most influential educators of our time. Asa Hillard, one of the foremost
advocates for “wholeness” of American’s children, taught school for only one
year.

Beverly Daniel Tatum, despite her far reaching influence on how we

understand race in schools, never taught in K - 12 schools. Even a schoolcentered figure like Debbie Meier taught kindergarten for only several years
before becoming a founder and director of her first small school.

It is the

centrality of teaching in Dr. Webb’s career that distinguishes what she has to
contribute to our understanding of teacher leadership. It is the intent of this
research to capture and record her contribution.
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As one learns more about the decades Dr. Webb has dedicated to her
community, the grounding of her leadership in the context of community becomes
clear. As an African American woman administrator who has earned a doctorate
she is statistically unique. This uniqueness represents her capacity to pursue her
vision and reach her goals. As the respondent in this research Dr. Webb offers
the atypical perspective of a leader who has spent over two decades teaching in
elementary classrooms. This long-term commitment to teaching and extensive
first-hand experience working closely with, and on behalf of, children sets Dr.
Webb apart from most of the individuals we more readily think of as educational
leaders. These elements of community grounding, being statistically unique and
exhibiting a centrality of teaching cohere as an exemplary case. While Dr.
Webb’s personal style and context cannot be replicated, her ability to achieve
educational results can be emulated. In this way, Dr. Webb’s life story
represents a process of continually becoming a teacher leader.
In the spring of 2003, I formally asked Dr. Nettie Webb if she would agree
to share her life story with me for my dissertation research. She immediately said
yes and then began talking about all the documents she had in her office. Since
she was retiring and was clearing out her office, we spoke briefly about the type
of documents I would be interested in having access to in the future. In the fall of
2003 we met so that she could give me the documents and I could begin
cataloging the collection. After acceptance of my proposal in June 2004, I
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provided her with the formal informed consent form (see Appendix B) and we
formally began our research process.
Data Collection
In the following sections I address my methods of data collection: (a)
interviews, (b) documents, and (c) timeline. For a complete overview of my data
collection, management and analysis see Table 2.
The Power of the Story—Interviews
“Life historians work from what people say, using the language they [the
respondents] use to express and describe their lives” (Goodson & Sikes, 2001, p.
3).

The primary source of data collection was recorded interviews. I interviewed

my respondent on fourteen (14) separate occasions for a period of time ranging
from sixty (60) to one hundred and twenty (120) minutes. All of the interviews
took place in a location convenient to Dr. Webb, her home.
The initial phase of eleven (11) interviews was grounded in-depth
conversational interviews (Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Oakley, 1981; Seidman,
1998) guided by the previously constructed timeline. The timeline identified
milestones, institutions and key individuals in Dr. Webb’s life and acted as a
respondent/researcher co-constructed guide. By using the timeline, Dr. Webb
and I had a common point of reference during the interviews, which as Goodson
& Sikes (2001) suggested freed us from the technical details and permitted full
attention to the emerging story.
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Table 2. Overview of Data Collection, Management and Analysis

Data Collection

Data
Manage¬
ment

Date

Interviews
Prelimin¬
ary
PhaseSpring
Fall

Spring

Summer

Timeline

Formally
asked Dr.
Webb to be
life history
respondent
Established
base of
timeline with
core dates,
milestones,
institutional
affiliations and
individual
associations
Integrated
documents
into timeline as
second layer

Data
Analysis

Documents
Discussed
document
collection

Began
researcher
journal &
peer
debriefing

Catalogued
documents

Developed
initial codes
for
documents

Established
timeline
document as
primary data
manage¬
ment tool
Completed
Informed
Consent

Dr. Webb
member
checks
timeline
Comments
complete the
final layer
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Revisited
and revised
codes as
member
checking
information
requires

Table 2 (cont). Overview of Data Collection, Management and Analysis

Date

Data Collection

Interviews
Phase
OneLate
Summer

Timeline

Data
Manage¬
ment

Data
Analysis

Documents
Utilized
timeline as
interview
guide

Phase 1Semistructured
Formal
Interview or
“Grounded
Conversa¬
tion”

Denoted
time
covered by
each
interview on
timeline

Digitally
record
interview

Re-listened as
initial analysis

Transcribed
and
Open coding
began
Confirmed
Appendix A
interview
questions
addressed
Addressed
clarifying
questions
and any
segment of
timeline not
covered

Fall

.
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Reviewed and
confirmed
timeline
coverage
Axial coding
beganIdentified
topics and
themes
present in the
initial
interview

Table 2 (cont). Overview of Data Collection, Management and Analysis
Date

Interviews

Phase
TwoWinter

Winter/
Spring

Data
Manage¬
ment

Data Collection

Timeline

Documents

Phase II Dialogic
Interviews
on selected
themes

Referenced as
shaping first
draft of life
history

Data
Analysis

Additional
documents
gathered for
community
history
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Revisited
codes and
limited
documents by
topics and
themes
Confirm
“saturation”
Selective
coding began

Table 2 (cont.). Overview of Data Collection, Management and Analysis
Date
Data Collection
Data
Manage¬
ment
Interviews

Member
Checking
PhaseSpring

Spring

Timeline

Documents

Initial
member
check of
preliminary
analysis/
draft
“Genesis to
Exodus”
Presented
agency as
theoretical
frame
NEERO
2006

Selective
coding
continued
Began
“grounding”
the theory

Integration
of selected
literature

Fall

Winter

Final analysis
reorganizing
chapter 4 as
Teaching with
Vision,
Leading with
Integrity

Selected
documents
integrated
into narrative

Summer

Data
Analysis

Presented
theory with
Dr. Webb
NAEYC
2006
Final
member
check of
analysis
and
narratives in
chapter 4
and 5
formats
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These initial “grounded conversations” (Goodson & Sikes, 2001) were semistructured formal interviews.

After the first interview, two of these phase one

interviews took place each week for five consecutive weeks. This first phase of
interviewing was informed primarily by Seidman’s (1998) concept of
phenomenological in-depth interviewing and secondarily by my interview
questions (See Appendix A). In keeping with Seidman’s (1998) method I began
the phase one interviews with one question, “Tell me about when you first
became a teacher leader?” This opening question enabled Dr. Webb to select
the starting point for discussing her life as a teacher leader.

All eleven (11) of

the phase one interviews were completed between August 10 and September 15
of the same year.
Throughout the interviews I requested clarification, examples and
descriptions as necessary and as the flow of the interview permitted. In addition
to this more typical interviewer follow-up, I generated a list of interview questions
pertinent to the focus of this study (See Appendix A). These questions relate to
the: (a) positioning of self as a teacher leader, (b) process of becoming a teacher
leader, (c) priorities for the daily and long term work, (d) making meaning of the
work, (e) satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the work, (f) educational values held
and (g) what sustains a career in education. These questions were piloted with
my peer debriefer and included as part of my dissertation proposal.
Before interviewing began, I intended for the questions to serve as prompts
to expand Dr. Webb’s life story and as questions I was certain I wanted Dr. Webb
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to speak to during the interviews. Toward the end of the phase one interviews
the questions served as a new prompt, but more often questions were addressed
outright or served as a follow-up to interview material that Dr. Webb had initiated.
In short, I simply made certain these questions were addressed by the end of the
phase one interviewing period. Also through the use of the timeline as a data
management tool (see Data Management and Analysis) I was able to track what
time periods are talked about during the phase one interviews. Thus by the end
of the eleven (11) phase one interviews, I was able to ensure nothing of
importance was overlooked and that all time periods on the timeline were
addressed, albeit with varying degrees of depth. While at first glance it might
have seemed more streamlined to set up the interviews to address the
chronological progress of the life story, Goodson & Sikes (2001) suggested an
emergent format would be more generative. I found that inviting Dr. Webb to
recount her life as she has made sense of it along with my responsiveness and
questions as the interviewer fostered the fullness of her life story.
Once the phase one semi-structured formal interviewing was complete,
initial analysis made strikingly evident the absence of Dr. Webb talking about,
even mentioning agency. Therefore the subsequent phase, phase two, of
dialogic interviews began with an interview on agency. Rossman & Rallis (2003)
define dialogic interviews as “true conversations in which researcher and
participant together develop a more complex understanding of the topic” (p. 182).
I engaged in a more conversational exchange in this phase of interviewing in
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order to delve deeper into Dr. Webb's understandings and ideas on my selected
topics (not themes, in fact more connective tissue to the themes). The continued
and disciplined use of my researcher journal assisted me in keeping track of the
continued analysis as well as the preparation for each dialogic interview.
As Oakley (1981) states, “A feminist interviewing women is by definition
both inside’ the culture and participating in that which she is observing” (p.57).

I

remained conscious as Dr. Webb and I moved into this themes-based phase and
my role became more active through questioning, conversation and analysis that
I would be operating both inside and outside the interview process. I have chosen
to present the data in a format that reflects this distinctive role.
A Life Process Lived in Context—Documents and Timeline
My use of the documents was as a data source. Dr. Webb gave me all of
her documents from her thirty-seven (37) years in education. This collection
includes official documents such as letters of appointment and evaluations,
extensive materials and writing from Dr. Nettie Webb’s own higher education as
weli as press clippings, formal letters of recognition and personal
communications. All were reviewed and coded.
The documents have provided information from other voices in Dr. Webb’s
life and about her life. My intent was never to use the documents to verify Dr.
Webb's life story but rather as a resource for alternative perspectives on her work
and life. Selected documents have been reproduced and are referenced as data
sources in chapter four (4).
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The timeline is a common tool of the life historian (Cole & Knowles, 2001;
Goodson & Sikes, 2001), The timeline for this life history had three layers of
information: a) the significant dates of Dr. Webb’s life, b) the chronological
categorization of the documents and c) Dr, Webb’s member checking comments
after review of these first two layers. From the healthy collection of official and
unofficial documents, I fleshed out the timeline. From curriculum vitae=and
appointment letters, I have recorded the milestone dates. Then, using those
dates as a frame, I asked Dr. Webb to name any other significant occurrences or
people. The first layer of my timeline included all core dates, personal as well as
the professional.
The second layer, as discussed in the above documents section, was a
chronological categorization of the documents. This layer takes the timeline
towards a matrix-like tool for data management.
Upon completion of these first two layers of the timeline, I requested that
Dr. Webb review it in its entirety and make comments.

I added her comments to

the document as an independent, third layer for reference. The purpose of this
multi-layered timeline was: (a) to provide a data source, (b) to guide the initial
phase of the interview process and (c) to serve as a data management tool.
Data Management and Analysis
Even as a novice qualitative researcher, I knew how crucial effective data
management would be to my research process. This is not only important as to
not “drown in the data” but also to ensure trustworthiness.
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The timeline enabled

me to continually keep track of what portions of Dr. Webb’s life have been
addressed in the interviews, what documents relate to the period of time she is
talking about, and what comments Dr. Webb already made about these in her
member check of the timeline. The continual use of my researcher journal
captured the data collection, the analysis process and was the initial place for all
memo writing.
Part of the data management was analysis as well as organization. During
my data analysis I made use of the following grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) strategies: (a) concurrent data
collection and analysis, (b) a multi-phase process for coding data, (c) utilizing
comparative methods, (d) memo writing and (e) integrating a theoretical
framework. Specifically I used a constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2000) as I
did in my field study. Constructivist grounded theory recognizes that themes do
not emerge, rather themes are constructed from the researcher’s interactions
within the field and her questions about the data.
After each interview, I listened to the interview in its entirety, noting in my
researcher journal major points of discussion, the time covered and identifying
any resulting questions and points needing clarification. The re-listening not only
organized the data from each interview but also constituted my initial data
analysis. The initial interviews were transcribed upon completion, and whenever
possible before the next interview took place. All interviews were digitally
recorded as well as transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriber.
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Once ali of the initial interviews had been transcribed, open coding began.
Through the transcripts I was able to confirm that the entire timeline was covered
and all interview questions had been addressed. From my initial analysis of re¬
listening and journaling the initial interview categories in the data began to
emerge. Open coding of the transcripts expanded upon the categories and led to
the beginning of axial coding.
Phase two, dialogic interviews were conducted on agency, credibility, merit
and representation and reputation. Once open coded, this data was integrated
and codes were revisited. Documents where also limited at this time by topic and
theme.
In the tradition of grounded theory, a researcher seeks saturation
(Charmaz, 2000; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) of her topic.
This life history is not able to reach saturation for the entire scope of teacher
leadership, however, I used the notion of saturation to ensure the exhaustion of
all possible themes related to my research questions around teacher leaders and
leadership in this case.
In order to craft the preliminary draft of the life history, I proceeded to
selective coding which generated the first narrative using Dr. Webb’s words. I
then began “grounding” the theory with peer debriefer readings and public
presentations. Feedback and final analysis prompted the reorganizing of chapter
four (4) as it is presented here and a final member check of chapter four (4) in
this format and chapter five (5) was conducted.
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Similar to the reasoning for concurrent data collection and analysis, I
conducted my review of the literature once my initial data collection was complete
and then as I continued my analysis. Unlike hypothesis-testing research, I could
not know what literature would be relevant to Dr. Webb’s life story prior to her
sharing it with me. I therefore responded to Eisenhardt’s (1989) call for the
review of literature to be completed concurrently with the collection and analysis
of the data.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness was established by the following techniques: (a)
prolonged engagement, (b) extensive member checking, (c) peer debriefing and
(d) researcher journal. Trustworthiness denotes care taken to present credible
qualitative research rather than attempting to conform to a more qualitative notion
of validity.
Prolonged Engagement
Rossman & Rallis (2003) articulate prolonged engagement, or “being
there” by “spending substantial time” with the respondent, ensures more than just
a snap shot view. The multi-phase data collection method provided data from
documents, fourteen (14) separate interviews and member checking over a multi¬
year period (see Table 2). In keeping with the notion of data saturation, I
continued with the interviewing process until no new topics emerged and the
scope of the timeline had been addressed. In addition to the prolonged
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engagement of this research, my prior relationship with Dr. Webb and first hand
personal experience in her community contribute to my prolonged engagement.

Extensive Member Checking
Member checking provides the respondent an opportunity to review the
data and clarify anything she feels has been misinterpreted (Merriam, 1998). Dr.
Webb had the opportunity to review the data at the following times: (a) upon
initial completion of the timeline: (b) upon the completion of the preliminary draft
analysis and (c) upon the completion of the final narrative and manuscript.

Peer Debriefing
In my previous research I have made use of a critical friend (Rossman &
Rallis, 2003) in my preparation of manuscripts. I have also had the opportunity to
make use of a peer debriefer (Merriam, 1998) to examine my findings. For this
life history, I utilized a peer debriefer throughout the data collection, data analysis
and manuscript preparation process in order to alert me to researcher bias and
comment on the nature of my selection of transcription material, themes and
implications as they relate to my research questions.
Research Journal
Finally, I made use of a research journal. This journal served as a location
for me to explore and examine my questions and dilemmas as well as expand on
my peer debriefing conversations. Most important to me, it was a place where I
could hold my strong opinions and reflect on the multiple roles Dr. Webb and I
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will have had throughout this research. In fact, this is of such importance to me
that I began a research journal during the proposal writing process and have
continued it through all the phases of my research.
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CHAPTER 4
A BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE OF DR. NETTIE WEBB:
TEACHING WITH VISION
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to tell the story of Dr. Nettie Webb, a
women dedicated to teaching and learning for thirty-seven years in the same
school community of Greenburgh, New York. By looking closely and particularly
at Dr. Webb’s life and leadership we not only see what has been possible but
glimpse perspective on the process of becoming a teacher leader. My initial
intent for selecting Dr. Nettie Webb for this life history research was the intrinsic
value of her life’s work in education. As the research progressed, it became clear
that the centrality of teaching in Dr. Webb’s life work makes her an instrumental
case (Stake, 2000) presented within this life history.
I have elected to present the results of this study about Dr. Webb in the form
of a biographical narrative as it draws forth the contributing nuances and
complexities of a life lived. In short, story is the most effective way to make sense
of an entire life; an instrumental case that frames the dynamic context from which
Dr. Webb became, and in which Dr. Webb continues as, a teacher leader. By
paying close attention to her personal experience in order to better understand
what has fostered and sustained her as a teacher leader, this study contributes to
the legacy of care and the struggle to effect change in the current “culture of
fear”.
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This biographical narrative has been crafted from Dr. Nettie Webb’s
spoken words into the following text from eleven (11) separate interviews
conducted during August and September of 2004. The text presented here is in
predominantly her own words as Dr. Webb originally shared with me and as she
responded to my questions (see Appendix A). I have edited the text to eliminate
the idiosyncrasies of oral language such as deleting repetitions in speech and
verbal expressions. Any text that I have inserted in the interview material is
bracketed. In most cases pseudonyms have been used (see Chapter 3 for fuller
details). Dr. Webb graciously member checked the first analysis of the interview
material when I presented it in the same chronological order as the interviews
took place. While I recognize that use of selected material is one of the ways in
which the original interview context is altered, further analysis generated two
large categories under which the interview data and documents could be more
effectively presented as a comprehensive and cohesive narrative. These two
categories are represented in this chapter and the following chapter. Upon my
request. Dr. Webb generously member checked this final version in order to
ensure accurate representation of her story.
This chapter addresses the first of the two distinct overarching categories- Teaching with Vision. This chapter also attends to my specific research
question: What possibilities do the life history of a teacher-leader committed to
the education of her community’s children offer our current educational culture?
The sub-categories in this section illuminate the context from which Dr. Webb

understands that her individual contributions are also enacted for the benefit of
the larger community. Through the particular interview data and documents I
present Dr. Webb’s vision of what it means to be a teacher leader. The value
she placed in her own knowledge as well as her ability to use the knowledge of
the children, families and teachers around her enlightens as well as enlivens her
teaching praxis.
I have defined a teacher leader as an educator with a teaching history who
has the capacity to mobilize and focus human beings (teachers, parents,
community members, etc.) to achieve educational results. This definition
intentionally leaves open the possibility for formal leadership roles as well as
unstructured and situational expressions of leadership.

A Teacher “First and Foremost”
In the following, Dr. Webb shared her rooted identity as a teacher, “I am
always, first and foremost.” She revealed the combination of formative
experiences, particularly during her own induction as a beginning teacher, and
the environmental influences that have shaped her.
...when I was going through the teacher training at Fredonia
[University]...! will never forget one of the seniors coming back from her
student teaching experience and talking about, “Oh, it was just absolutely
wonderful”. She had a glorious time, (laugher) So I, in my senior year, get
my assignment in the City of Rochester. It was an inner city school. [After
that experience] I did not know what I was going to do when I finally got
my own classroom, but I knew what I was not going to do from that
[student teaching] experience.

It was horrible. There was a little boy in
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that fourth grade classroom who was brilliant. He was absolutely brilliant
but he was so under stimulated.

It was very sad. The teacher had very

little control. The children were rude. She would pick up a book and slam
it on the desk and they would pick up a book and slam it back on the desk.
I remember my supervisor coming to observe one time and I said to
him, “This is unbelievable”. And he said, “Yes, I know Nettie”. I said, “But
I will tell you what. I do not know how I am going to teach, but I know what
I am not going to do”.

...fortunately for me, in that same building was a

kindergarten teacher and she had set up a lovely environment. ...I would
sometimes go down and look in her class and I would say, “This is the
kind of person that I would want to be....”

When I got my first class, I

knew that I was not doing those things that [my assigned cooperating
teacher] did. There was no way. Kids stuck in levels that they should not
have been in and just thinking about this one child who just should have
been able to fly...[but] he was in that group and if the others could not
read, he was still with them.

[That teacher was] not really looking at the

individual.
When

I

came

to

Greenburgh...all

of

the

classes

were

heterogeneously grouped so you really and truly had to individualize.
...when I was hired I was the only first year teacher in the entire building. I
was also placed next to the principal’s office- how intimidating is that?
...My principal George, I remember him coming by because he knew I
spent hours. I would be there until six o’clock at night. The kids got out at
two.

I remember him coming in one time and saying, “You know Nettie, I

know that you spend a lot of time but I also hear you yelling a lot. So I
need to help you get organized”. He sat with me and helped me organize
the day [and] the things that needed to be done. He absolutely did. And I
did not yell from that day forward because I realized first of all, that he
could hear, and (laughter) secondly, that it really was not solving the
problem. The kids were responding to my lack of organization. That is
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really what was happening. It was not them, it was what I was not doing.
[My principal], he really helped me...and I appreciate it.

And have

appreciated that is what a principal should be able to do....
Now mind you, I had been assigned a senior teacher who was
supposed to be my mentor and she is the one who told me, “Ah, you do
whatever”. No real help. It was like, “Do not bother me”. ...And I believe I
was assigned to her because she was just right down the hall. I think he
[the principal] also spoke to Clara [who] at the time was the forth grade
teacher in the building, [a] senior teacher, [who] played the piano, sang
with her kids.... He asked her to demonstrate for me. Well I went into her
classroom...the kids were fabulous. I mean, she was singing. I will never
forget...and my kids were there and I said, “My dear you will never see me
teach”. Because she had said, “You come watch me and then I will come
watch you”. I do not think so! (Laughter) So being a teacher was for me
really rolling up your sleeves and working really, really, really hard to
understand what it was that needed to be done.
The parents never complained...because I was providing for the
children. I remember Election Day was the day that all of the parents were
invited to come into the classroom to observe. And mind you, I am a first
year teacher [in only my third month of my first year]. Either I was on my
P’s and Q’s or the kids were on their P’s and Q’s, [but] the parents were
raving about what they saw. ...I think they were really speaking more to
the affective atmosphere in the class, which really was very positive and
very nurturing.

I think that is what they saw because I was saying to

myself, “Oh God, I will never live through this day with them watching”.
And some I remember came in with the baby carriages. ...that was year
one. Talk about being in a fish bowl.

...those were the beginnings, but

also [I was] working with a group of people who are [and were] very
supportive. Others would say “If there is anything that I can do”, but I was
such a novice at the time I did not even know the questions to ask for help.
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I did not even know. So I was not going to really be asking for a lot from
all of these experienced teachers.

...but as far as really trying to learn

what to do, I was pretty much on my own. And I guess after I had the
experience with the [mentor] teacher who was supposed to be helping me,
and I felt such rejection, [I wondered] why did I even bother to ask.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview One)

How did I always know that I wanted to be a teacher?
How did I always know that I wanted to be a teacher? Well, I think
from the time I was in second grade with that second grade teacher, Miss
Broderick. ...it was her humanity. I also liked helping people. I think that
was always a part of my personality. To be helped, to be helpful. I think
about growing up and finding that people always wanted to do things for
me, why? I do not know. Maybe it was personality...[because when I was
a child] we had a community center, I remember the young women there
who really just seemed [to] like working with me.
[Growing up] I had three things I wanted to be.

I wanted to be a

cashier, I wanted to be a teacher, and I cannot remember what the third
thing was, it was really kind of crazy. Well, when I was in high school and
I (laughter) became a cashier at the Woolworth’s 5 & 10, I said, “Forget
this, I am not doing this for the rest of my life”, (laughter). That took care
of that in a hurry. You look at things as you are coming along. And with
my own family not really being educated in a sense, because I was the
first to graduate from high school, there really were not any models in my
family that I would have been able to follow but it was always people
outside who were very encouraging. Who saw something in me that said,
“This person has the potential for whatever.”

...even with the guidance

counselor in my high school...I had always been, interestingly enough, in
an academic track throughout high school.
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Not knowing that that

academic track was leading me to college, I just was taking all of these
courses, taking foreign language, because I guess I was a student’s
student. Not necessarily the best, I was not an “A” student, maybe a “B”,
“C+”. I was doing well enough to move through.
That guidance counselor really pushed for me to apply for the
scholarships.

And when everybody was talking in the senior year [about]

going to college, I applied to the State University at Fredonia only because
I liked the name.

...we had a representative from the State Universities

come to the school and so I heard Fredonia, “Oh I like that!” Not knowing
mind you, that it was a music school. Primarily for people who were
interested in music [education].

...So I applied.

It was the only school I

applied to.

...we had to go to Manhattan for an interview.

And I was

accepted.

...when Mrs. Smith found out she said “You are going to

college.”, [she said] even if she had to take me to NYU [New York
University] to register me herself.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview One)

Responsibility— Responsibility to Give Back
The responsibility to community, as well as the responsibility to give back
to that community, is paramount for Dr. Webb. Her sense of individual
responsibility to contribute and make the best use of her talents and energy to
improve the collective is one of her significant driving forces. The responsibility
to be your best, to do your best at all times, is not seen as a burden but rather a
way to contribute. Nor is the responsibility to give back seen as an unwelcome
weight, indeed it is simply part of what comes with the support provided to you as
an individual by the community. This deeply experienced and internalized
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understanding of the individual in relation to the whole, larger community is
reflected in the core of Dr. Webb’s teacher self and professional actions.

If you really believe strongly in what you believe in then there are
some things that I [or one] will go to the mat for, because it is the right
thing to do. ...I have a responsibility to stand up for those things that are
right. ...Major. That is a major operating word for me. Responsibility. ...I
also have the responsibility to give back because I have been given so
much. That is my responsibility and I think that is one of the reasons why I
will continue to give.

I will give because I have been given a lot.

Why

shouldn’t I give it back, you know? ...over my life...people...gave to me.
...if there were not certain people along this continuum [of my life], I would
not be where I am. And so I feel that if these people have helped me, then
I have a responsibility to help others.

...those people gave so freely of

themselves, so what is the big deal with me giving a little bit of my time
and my expertise for what I have? [For] what I have gotten.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview One)
...I mean, what are we here for?

...what is this life all about?

...you know I am not of the me generation - it is not me, me, me, me, me,
me. ...I am not the center of the universe. I have never seen myself as
the center. Part of my leadership style has been [the stance], we can do
this together.

We are all in this together so the responsibility and the

giving back is the sense of group.
anything by myself.

No man is an island.

I cannot do

I would not want to do anything by myself.

As a

matter of fact I remember a friend of mine saying, “You know, you are a
groupie”.

...[But] I am a people person. I like to be with people, I enjoy

people. And some people who cannot be tolerated by other people, I can
tolerate because I genuinely like people.

Now that does not mean that I

love all of them, [but] I can be civil. ...[For me it is] being very caring about
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people. I like people. Well, people like me, so (laughter)...it is a mutual
kind of thing.

Even when people in school say, “You are doing such a

fabulous....” I say, “Yes but I am not the only one. It is because everybody
is a part of what it is that we are doing.” And that is, I think, a part of that
responsibility and giving back because it [having a sense of group] is a
reciprocal kind of thing. We are not isolates. I am not an isolate....
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview One)
...a part of responsibility is also the fact that you have people who
are depending upon you. ... somebody emerges as a leader. Somebody
is going to emerge...somebody is going to step up and say, “Okay group,
let’s get it together”. My impatience sometimes, yes (laugh) has made me
[say], “I am sorry, we cannot fool around.

Let us start, let us get it

together.” ...I could be considered a take-charge personality in the sense
that I do not have time for foolishness. If there is a job to be done, let us
get the job done. And I try sometimes when I am in a group, I try to hold
my piece but then I cannot.
(laughing).

I just cannot.

I can’t, I can’t, I’m sorry,

...I mean, if there is a job to be done, let us do it.

absolutely do it.

Let us do it! (Laughter)

Let us

That is also a part of

that...[sense of] responsibility. There is something that needs to get done,
so why don’t we do it, let us just do it. (Laugh)
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview One)
“I Know That I Am A Product Of The Village”
Unsolicited, Dr. Webb began interview three with reflection on the
influences in her life. She discussed living her life within a five-mile radius, while
distinguishing between the city and towns within that same geographic area. She
identified the different communities that have influenced her life in both swift and
sustained ways. Through her words, we see how deeply she understands being
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a part of a collective, being part of a community, being part of the history and the
role of education in shaping the community’s future.
...Since [we last spoke] I have had a chance to think...about the
influences on my life. I really put them in two categories. One where my
mother is the disciplinarian.[her actions] really helped me to develop
self-discipline because of the consequences I had to endure for the things
that I did.)...the self-discipline really came out of the discipline, because...!
learned early on that there were parameters. There are points at which I
did not move beyond because if I did, there were going to be some
consequences.

I learned by my experiences.

watching what was happening with other people.
“Well, you have to experience this....”

...I also learned from
...very often it is said,

I did not feel that I had to

experience everything; I was an observer.

If something was happening

with somebody else [that] I did not want to get involved in..., why should I
become a participant. I could see what would happen if you, if people, did
things that they were not supposed to. ...That is how some of the selfdiscipline develops...at least [how] it did for me. ...I could learn vicariously.
I was fine with that. (Laugh) Very fine with it.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
[The second category is]...having people influence me in different
kinds of ways.

[Do] you know the saying now, “it takes a village to raise a

child”? I think, as a matter of fact I know, that I am a product of the village.
...there were so many different people who had different influences on my
life. And that is really very important. I was also able to really spend time
with those people. I do not know whether I sought them out or they sought
me out, but there was that kind of connection where I realized there was
something to be learned from those people. And so I stayed with those
people.

I was an observer of those people and some of the things that

they had, I then was able to incorporate myself.
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That was the biggest

revelation for me as I thought about it [last night]. Where did all of this
come from? The self-discipline and the discipline.

Because there were

things that my mother made me do, my father was not involved in my life,
so she was the disciplinarian. But the other people really were a part of
that village that allowed me to really take the best out of each [of them]
and really kind of nurture that along the way. That was very important.
Yes.
...I do not know if it was a conscious wanting to learn but there was
an opportunity to observe and to participate with those people...[though] I
may not have recognized it at that particular time. [For example,] working
with Mrs. Smith. I did not recognize all of the organizational things that I
was learning from her, but when I came into my own work, I could use
[what I learned from her]. ...[all along I was] really learning and absorbing.
[This is the] same thing that happens with children. We, and I am talking
now as a teacher, may not necessarily see what it is that has been given
to them.... [For example] with Miss Broderick [my second grade teacher],
...I do not know if she ever knew the influence that she had on me, but
years later I have her memory [and] what she did. ...Sometimes we are
not really conscious of what is happening, but thank God for memory,
because we can look back and reflect.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...actually, I did not know anything about the town of Greenburgh
until I applied for the teaching position. ...originally I wanted to teach in
White Plains because I had been born and raised in White Plains. I went
for an interview for the White Plains school district and apparently did not
do that well during the interview.

I was not hired.

[Then] I go to be

interviewed in Greenburgh and get the comment from the Assistant
Superintendent that s/he had never met with such a poised candidate.
Now that was really very interesting because I just had, maybe two days
prior, an interview with White Plains where I did not get any feedback. ...I
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go to Greenburgh and I get this kind of feedback from the Assistant
Superintendent.
So having the opportunity to teach in Greenburgh was wonderful
but I was not really that aware of Greenburgh’s history. I was fresh out of
college.

I was looking for a teaching job. ... I think Aqueduct Road

separates White Plains from Greenburgh. ...And if you go further down on
Russell Street which leads up to Juniper Hill School, [now the Lee F.
Jackson School], the front of Russell Street is in White Plains and the back
of the houses...would be in the town of Greenburgh. It is a crazy kind of
dividing line.

But...I have been in [this area], I consider this the White

Plains area, all of my life. But not knowing that much about Greenburgh
because Greenburgh to me was like a little town. ...White Plains [was the
city]. I was born and raised there and then we moved to Elmsford. And I
graduated from Alexander Hamilton High School [in Elmsford]...
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
White Plains really was a track system at the high school. ...I went
to White Plains High School for the first semester [of] tenth grade and I
know that it was tracked because in the tenth grade you had what might
be considered your average English, then your Regents English, and then
your honors. ...for each grade level students were tracked for any one of
those.

In Elmsford, that [high school] was absolutely heterogeneous

because the school system was so small. There were forty-two kids in my
[high school] graduating class. ...So we all took Regents courses. Some
doing

extremely well

and

some

doing

average.

But that was

a

heterogeneous setting, no question.
...I think that moving to Elmsford made a difference for me because
I was floundering in White Plains. It was too large. Much too large. ...And
I was lost.

I know that I was not doing well when I moved to Elmsford.

[Then]...I had found my niche because it was very small and much more
personal. I was a stronger student there, interestingly enough. And I do
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not know if I really would have been on an academic track at White
Plains...I absolutely do not [know].
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)

Finding “That Niche That Is The Right Niche For You”
With the power of hindsight Dr. Webb is able to name her discovery and
re-discovery of the “right niche” for her. Such niches include the age of children
she came to find most rewarding to work with, the roles she would have with
these children and with the fellow adults that served them. But as she continues,
it is clear that Dr. Webb is also articulating her own understandings, developed
over time and through experience, of the ways in which she wanted to work as an
individual and how she desired to work with others. The values imbedded in
these choices are a reflection of not only Dr. Webb but the influence of the range
of networks in her life. The traits and skills she has come to know as effective
and essential as a teacher leader are drawn from the rich diversity of her
educational colleagues, her church, family and the range of influential friends and
elders.

...Early childhood has always been my first love. I could teach the
intermediate age students, but that is not my preference.... You have to
find that niche that is the right niche for you. ... it [early childhood] has
always been my first love because I believe in the beginning.
foundational part is so important.

The

And one of the reasons why I loved

being at [the] Lee F. Jackson School...was because we were able to
establish a positive attitude towards school. For me, the love of learning is
so important.

It has to be started somewhere and if we could instill in
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children the love for learning, then they would be these life-long learners.
That is...so important for adults. That you get excited about learning
something new every single day, or get excited about learning anything,
[and are] providing very young children with a foundation of “I can do this, I
love to do this.” As one of my former parents said, “I do not know what you
are doing in that school, but my children go running out of the house to the
school bus like they are going to a party.” (laughing)
what we want them to do.

I said, “But that is

...[Be] so excited about coming to this place

where they are learning...[and where] they love learning”. Early childhood
is so important...[it is a time when] we could give that foundation.

The

children [are] be[ing] turned off, which is so sad today. Because I look at a
lot of what is happening with very young children and they are...not giving
them the opportunity to be children.
...my first summer after graduation I worked as a teaching assistant
in the nursery school.

Now that was an incredible experience for me

because...my real work experience with children did not really begin until
the summer that I graduated. [There] I began to understand why it was so
important to teach the children nursery rhymes.

I remember singing to

them “I’m a little teapot...”, I never considered myself a singer, but I knew
that the kids loved to hear me sing, so (laugh) I would sing for them and
they would just love it. ...They were like little sponges and the environment
was set up in such a way that they could explore.

...There were

parameters that...encouraged them to question and to interact.

When I

went on to teach third grade, again that was early childhood. ...that was,
seven [year olds] going on eight, they were a little bit more independent.
...then when I had the interage and I taught second and third- oh, the
younger the child, the more exciting it became.
...when I was the language arts coordinator.

I had to do the

demonstration lessons from kindergarten through fifth grade and just
watching how the kindergarteners responded to the lack of threat
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[by]...what it was they were being asked to do.

...that there was an

opportunity to...work with all of the grade levels [enabled me] to say, this
is where the work really needs to be done. To really begin to establish
that feeling of “I can” in very young children.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
...then having the opportunity to be principal of a K-1 school.
Because...when I was principal of the K-3 school, most of the focus was
on...second and third grades...where the testing occurred. ...When the
reorganization occurred...we started having all of the kindergarteners on
the same plan. [An illustration of the implications is at recess when all of]
the kindergarteners are out on the playground. [The] noon aides blow the
whistle for them to line up. Well they did not know anything about lining
up. They scattered all over the place, some ran to their classrooms, some
crying hysterically and that is when I realized that there is so much that
has to be taught. ...what we did as a staff was to really begin to unpack
the very beginnings [of school] for young children.
[At that time]...it really hit me how important it was to understand
the foundation.

Kindergarteners are unsocilalized about what formal

schooling is all about. They come from...that cocoon environment, which
is pre-school.

...Coming into formal schooling, they have to interact with

so many different personalities, the special area teachers, the librarian, the
music teacher, the art teacher, the physical education teacher.... We, in
Greenburgh, really were ahead of a lot of districts [in] taking into account
that this is a major shift [from pre-school to elementary school]. Not only
the children, but for the parents as well. So the early childhood focus [of
the K-1 school] became even more of a focus because as we began to
learn more about how we had to...deal with very young children.We
were unpacking [the educating of young children]. (Laugh) I will never
forget we talked about, “How do we get the children into the school?”. That
was a discussion with the staff and the staff [decided]...we can have the
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children come off the buses and go to their teachers instead of trying to
navigate through the building...[because the kindergarteners] did not know
where to go....
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
...when I was working with the Westchester Education Coalition,
our project was how to help not only the children, but the parents to
transition from pre-school to public school.

...I went to the National

Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) conference in
Toronto and we made the presentation...on transitions. As I worked with
the staff, we had [developed] a wonderful transition program. Having the
parents come in for an informational meeting.

Having the children come

for library hour, ...have a bus ride, ...and have a tour of the building.
...[We had] several meetings with the parents even before school
started...to talk about the nitty gritty, the logistics of how their children
were going to come into school.

Because they had no idea and there

were many assumptions...
...in the August meetings, the very beginning meetings with the
parents, these were the questions...[that] were very important.

How are

you going to insure that my child will be safe? ...there were some concerns
about what is the curriculum and what are the academics.when I
would do a survey of the audience..., “How many of you are sending your
oldest child to school?”
audience.

It would be...close to eighty percent of the

...of course, they had every reason for trepidation, “How are

you going to handle my baby?” And I remember some parents sitting with
tears in their eyes, tears in their eyes because this was a major transition.
I remember one of the teachers...taking her daughter to college and the
college president...saying, “You remember the transition from pre-school
to kindergarten? Well this is that same kind of transition [this one] from
high school to freshman year in college.” All of the anxiety and fears that
the parents had [about this major transition]- it was obvious....
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(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
In the leadership role, if you are really observant, you begin to pick
up on the kinds of things that may need...some work. And it was very
obvious, [from] my time with the parents in these informational meetings,
there were lots of questions that were being raised. Some questions I did
not have an answer for, “I will get back to you.” ...[But] it was not enough
for me to say, “Oh, trust us.

We know what we are doing”.

We had to

demonstrate [that we knew what we were doing]. When these questions
were raised, [I would engage]...the staff to say, “We have...a chance to
think about how we might be able to work on this. These are some of the
questions that some of the parents have raised and how shall we deal with
that?”
...The leadership role is to...have the ability to take the questions.
Not become threatened by the questions. But use those [questions] as an
opportunity to really do some exploration.... None of us is as smart as all
of us. I did not have all of the answers. A leader should not feel that he or
she has to have all of the answers.

You have a group of people with

whom you work that you should be able to tap into to get some responses.
That to me is what is so important as far as leadership is concerned. Use
those resources that are available to you and do not be afraid to say, “I do
not know...we need some help. We can work on this together.” ...I have
always been the kind of person who would enjoy having conversations
about

issues.

And

“issues”

were

but...were problems to be solved.

not...insurmountable

challenges

...[Together we] had to spend some

time talking [and we] had to spend some time problem solving...but then
deal with it because, and this may be very strong, there really is not a
problem that cannot be solved. Because I do believe in the collective,...it
had just proven itself over and over again. Talk to people, find out what it
[the problem] is.
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I also believe in being proactive rather than waiting] for a crisis.
Because things are going to happen, but there are some things that you
can prevent.... I was always reading the local paper. I might have seen a
question that was raised about...education.... Oh, if they are asking that
out there, you better believe they are going to be coming here with that
question. Let us begin to start talking about it, let us begin to start thinking
about it. You have to be aware of what is going on in the world around
you as well. [For example], with the safety issues...we had that video cam
before any of the other schools did because we recognized no one can
guard that front door.

We need[ed] to know who was coming in. ...it is

setting up those things that are happening and looking at your own site,
talking to people and saying these are things that might be problems, let
us talk about it.

We had our building leadership council...where issues

were discussed..[and where we could] problem solve as a group.
Problem solve as a group. ...I believe that everybody has a
strength. They are not all the same but everybody has a strength. So why
not tap into the strength that is in that group? We have lots of people who
are problem solvers. ...Teachers are asked to be creative with children.
They are asked to encourage children to take a risk. They are asked to do
all of these things for the children. Well then, why can they not be thinkers
and think on a larger scale...[that] does not have to be the purview of the
building principal. Teachers manage children, they should be able to
manage...some issues that would be raised. When the collective gets
together [you have] the representative samples of those people who want
to be involved, because there are some people who do not want to be
involved. But the building leadership council really is a group of people
who want to be involved. Who are elected to be involved. And their
responsibility is to be that think tank, in a sense, for the school.
...because one principal is not going to be able to do all of what needs to
be done. There is no way. I should not say [no way, I should say it takes
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more than one principal] to do it in such a way that the school really is
responsive to the needs of the children and the parents. There are some
principals who are very autocratic.
parents....

Not only with the teachers, with the

I have had many parents say to me, “Why is it that we can

come into this school without calling and making an appointment and we
cannot

go

into

appointment?”.

another

school

without

calling

and

making

an

[And my response], “There is nothing to hide here. There

is nothing to hide.”
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four))
...teachers know, parents know, we live in a fishbowl and if we
really are saying we believe in what we are doing, then anybody should to
be able to come in and see what we are doing. That is important because
it also says to the parents, “Well gee, there is nothing to hide, then why do
I even really need to go...”.

Some teachers would say, “Some parents

would come and snoop around for a while, figure out everything was okay
and then disappear”. But that to me was okay because they want to make
sure that their children are safe and you know those parents who come
and see are the ones who share what is happening out in the community.
How does that reputation get built? By what you see and what you hear
and...your experience. So how did the reputation of Lee F. Jackson
School get built?

It was from the parents whose children had positive

experiences. And not that all of the parents had positive experiences, but
they could at least say that they were welcomed into that environment
and...had the opportunity to see what was happening with their children.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
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I Did Not Want To Be A Principal”
The perspective Dr. Webb offers here about her own lack of interest in
being a principal at the time of completing her Masters in Educational
Administration and Supervision is in sharp contrast to her heeding the request of
her teaching colleagues to apply for the principal position a decade later (see
Chapter 5, Credibility). That thoughtful guidance from another encouraged her to
complete her degree at this earlier time should not be overlooked as it is a
repeating occurrence that someone sees capacity and potential in Dr. Webb that
she does not see in herself. In multiple interviews Dr. Webb names the powers
of others seeing in her what she does not yet see in herself and consequently the
importance of her role of doing the same now for others.
The ability to move forward into the unknown or uncertain should also be
noted here. While in some ways this ability is about risk taking (see Chapter 5,
Risk for full analysis) it is at this point in her life just as much about trust and
proceeding with solid faith as it is a honed sense of agency. I bring this forward
with teachers new to the profession in mind so that they can glimpse the often
circumstantial and unknowns twists and turns that materialize into something
unexpected later.
You know, I was not sure I wanted to do this. (See Figure 5.
August 4, 1990 Newspaper Article) I did not want to be a principal. ...[In
the early 1980’s, when I was in the educational administration masters
program] I did not want to do this. [The] class in clinical supervision...was
all good theory but the practice was, is, very different. (Dr. Nettie Webb
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Interview Four) The course work [for]...Curriculum Development was so
theoretical...! kept saying to myself, because at that time I was doing
language arts, “what does this have to do with what I am doing? Or what I
would want to do?”

So I did not feel that this was the direction that I

should be moving in at all. ...the courses were not real and they were not
practical for what I was thinking I wanted to do. ...I was thinking the only
job I would have been able to get upon graduation would have been a
building principalship. And I realized taking the courses, I did not want to
be a principal.

...I am so glad that he [my masters advisor] said, “You

know Nettie, you do not have to be a building principal. There are other
leadership positions available. Just go in and finish the program”. Which I
did. ...at least [he] laid out for me the other options that I might have had
rather than boxing myself in.I did not know what I wanted to do.

I

just knew that I wanted to get out [that program] and do what I was doing,
which was [being the] language arts coordinator. I was satisfied with that.
(See Figure 6. August 10, 1990 Newspaper Article)
I do not know how you truly become prepared to do, and I can only
speak for myself, the kind of job that I feel is important to do without being
really [well] rounded in teaching and management and learning. And it is
not that I did not learn from, [the courses] because some of my
organizational skills came from one course in particular. [The professor]
talked about having his tickler files, these monthly files set up so that you
knew what was going to happen.

You looked at the year, you had your

monthly files set up and you also could plan ahead...so if there was
something that was coming up in say September...you knew to be ready.
It was really being very proactive.... I learned a lot of organizational things
but the whole group piece [was intuitive].... Maybe it came from some of
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the human relations classes that I had taken over the years about how to interact
with people and how to really try to get the best not only out of yourself, but
others as well. But a part of my personality has always been...to be respectful of
individuals and to be as caring as one could be about dealing with other human
beings. We are all human beings, we all have feelings.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)

Did You Ever Desire An Assistant Superintendencv Or Superintendencv?
As Dr. Webb continued elaborating on her educational roles, it seemed
appropriate to ask directly if she ever sought or desired a “higher” level of
leadership beyond the principalship. This line of questioning was also informed
by the statistically unique achievements accomplished by Dr. Webb as a African
American woman (See Chapter Three, Participant). As a person of strong
convictions and clear opinions with experience under multiple superintendents in
a range of capacities, her perspective and sense making on central
administrators ability to contribute to what she deemed valuable and essential is
noteworthy.

No. No. Actually (laughing)...to me the assistant superintendency
is so far removed from what I wanted to do, which was really to be in
contact with children.

The principalship, though removed from children,

was still a way of having...contact. And that was my own personal need. I
needed to have the contact with the children.
...I actually I did apply for an assistant superintendency in the
White Plains Schools. As a matter of fact, I was among the final four and
went to have the final interview with the Superintendent.

I do not know

why I was not chosen. When I was called by the Assistant Superintendent
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for Personnel, s/he said “We decided not to choose you. Would you like to
get feedback from the Superintendent?”

! said, “No”, because I was

finished with it. I did not need to have the feedback as to why ! did not get
it or what I should do if I were to apply for an assistant superintendency
again. ...I had put out a feeler. If I had gotten it, fine. Since I did not get it,
for me it was a signal, “Do not worry about that”.

...I just took that as a

sign. It was not meant to be. I would stay doing what I was doing. And in
hindsight, what I realized was [it] was such a high profile job I would not
have wanted it. Obviously I wanted it [when I applied] but I would not have
been happy in it because it would have been too much.
I guess that is part of the frustration that began to occur as I was
getting into the twelfth year of the principalship, it because more paper
pencil. That was not what I wanted to do.

I did not want to spend more

time writing reports, doing all of that, administrivia is what I call it.

My

mission was to be able to have contact with teachers who have contact
with children. That was being diminished more and more by the kinds of
demands that were coming from central office. I really was not getting or
having the kind of job satisfaction that I wanted.

I could pride myself, in

the beginning, [on] learning most of the children’s names.

[But towards

the end], they became a blur. When I started seeing a blur- I used to be
able to recognize a teachers’ class by the children. I did not know whose
class was who’s. I said, “This is ridiculous. I am on such a treadmill, that I
have lost sight of what my mission is...to be here to be in contact with
children and teachers on a more regular basis”. And that was happening
less and less. That was when I knew it is time to do something else. It is
time to retire.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
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Greenburgh Has Become Home
The community of Greenburgh has a unique history. Integrated before the
1954 decision of Brown vs. Board of Education, the community embraced and
has perpertuated a legacy of appreciation for the diversity of all its residents. In
addition, the community is home to many families that have not only known, but
have been part of creating, across three and more generations, this vision of
what is possible between and among people of different racial, ethnic, religious
and class heritage.
In a separate but congruent effort, the late Mrs. Ruth Warburg bequeathed
her entire home and land to the Public School District of Greenburgh in 1947. It
was her expressed wishes that all the children of Greenburgh have a quality
education and thus embedding in the institutional school culture the values
reflected by the larger community.

It is as part of these larger contexts that Dr.

Webb named Greeburgh as having become home.
It has been incredible [to be a teacher, teacher leader and principal
in a community grounded in history]. I can compare to other teachers that
I have had an opportunity to talk with across the country.

...It has been

incredible.... When I was first hired in Greenburgh, I did not really know
that much about the history but once I became a part of it, I became very
proud of this history.

That is one of the reasons why I chose to buy a

home here [in 1978]. Because I believe philosophically, if I was going to
pay taxes let me pay taxes, not just where I work, but where I believe in
what they are doing for this, I would say, for this country. I would often say
to parents at some of our back to school nights, “You know, this district
and this school is a microcosm of the country.
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The diversity is just

absolutely fabulous here”. And that to me was one of the most exciting
things. So to be able to work in this place was really a privilege.... it just
made me feel very proud to be part of Greenburgh Central Seven. And I
am still very proud of it because I do think that Greenburgh has such
potential. Many of the things that we were doing really were state-of-theart, I would say beyond state-of-the-art, that some school districts are now
moving to.

And [yet] we are back-peddling so fast, it is not even funny.

We are back-peddling so fast.

...[But we were in the forefront with]

teachers in Greenburgh being able to work with a diverse group of children
and to really be able to individualize as much as possible and not have a
cookie cutter approach to teaching all the kids. ...[Even] just the thrill of
working with people who were so forward thinking in their approach to
education was also very exciting. Just to be with people who were excited
in getting,...having all of these wonderful stimulants about education. Just
fabulous.
The fact that I have changed positions, it has been almost every
eight years, has thrown me into an even bigger fishbowl...more visibility.
...in my own classroom, I was there with the children, with their parents.
...the reading consultant, I was really visible because I was being seen
and saw all of the teachers, [then as] language arts coordinator [I] moved
from school to school.

Principal, right there on the firing line. ...it was

wonderful [being in Greenburgh],

It is...but I think that is one of the

reasons why I continued to go for different positions. There was always
this quest to grow academically and to branch out [even within the same
community]. It has been an incredible experience. I would not trade it for
anything in the world and I would not want to be in some of these other
schools where kids are pigeonholed. That would not work for me.
Greenburgh for me has become or is home. Even though I was
born and raised in White Plains...I believe in Greenburgh. I believe in its
potential. I believe in what it stands for or has stood for. And I want to
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remain a part.... Maybe it is just habit. Maybe it is my comfort level,...the
whole sense of community, because I have spent the past 38 years in the
Greenburgh Central Seven Schools so this has become home.

It could

be my own comfort level but it is not that I have not looked at other places
and looked at them with a very careful eye.

I am not seeing that which

would really grab me. ...Yes. I know. All of the places that I have been. I
liked the places but I just could not see myself...I guess my self-image is
tied up in Greenburgh because this is where I have developed as that
teacher, and that teacher leader. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Eight)

...I

believe my self-image is tied up in Greenburgh because I have been in
Greenburgh for all of my teaching career. So everything that I have done,
all of the recognition that I have gotten, has come because of Greenburgh
and what I have done here.

The recognition for the work during the

principalship, during language arts coordinator, as classroom teacher for
all of these years, everything

is right here in Greenburgh.

My

experiences with other districts, with the union Educational Research and
Dissemination Project...all of that came out of my experience here in
Greenburgh. ...Greenburgh has been the platform.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
(laugh)...it was really kind of shocking, I was at my principals
regional meeting. It was the end of year party where they recognized the
retirees. And I ran into a woman who lives in [the area]..., she came up to
me and we were talking and I gave her my name and she says, “You are a
legend”.

Well, I was floored.

I know that I am known because in

Greenburgh you have siblings, you have uncles, aunts, you know,
somebody is related to somebody else. So I know that I am known and
recognized here in Greenburgh.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Eight)
...I just said “Oh thank you” (laughing). I mean I was so surprised.
But I think I knew what she was talking about...I had been known as a
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principal throughout Westchester [county].

Some of that recognition I

know has come from the newspaper articles...[from] my being a part of the
National Board. Some has come from the programs that we have done at
the Jackson School that have gotten recognition. And some certainly has
come from my work in...training for the English as a Second Language
teachers in the Language Arts standards and doing some workshops
through the Principals Institute on Balanced Literacy.

I know that my

name is out there and has been out there. I do know that. ...I think I can
be [proud]. The humble part of me says you do not take credit...but I am
proud of what I have done because I do know that I have done a lot.
know that I have given my best, that I know.

I

I think that is what causes

some of the pride too. I never slacked off from doing the job, the very best
job that I possibly could do. With that comes that sense of pride that you
have done on your job.

...[But the woman calling me a legend] it is

embarrassing. ...[I] do not want to brag about what it is that I have done.
...I do not need to go around talking about what it is that I have done
because the recognition has come through and from many different
sources.

...So I do not need to go around saying, “I have done this, I

have done that.” Because it has been recognized, acknowledged.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Eight)
Community, Competition and Colleauailitv
With the deep and broad history that Dr. Webb possesses in the greater
Greenburgh community, it probably does not come as a surprise that there were
times when she experienced competition and someone’s self-interest would
overtake the larger sense of collegiality. What came as a surprise to me was that
as Dr. Webb recounted her experience the strongest competitive streaks were
revealed among administrators, not teachers.

115

In fact, the higher the level of a decision, the less collaborative the mode
of operation, the less inclined were colleagues to reach across the barriers of
isolation and draw upon each other’s expertise. This stands in sharp contrast to
Dr. Webb’s mode of operating, but not simply as a preference of style. What Dr.
Webb articulates so clearly in the following is her fundamental disbelief that the
larger community of children and adults benefit from a lack of cooperation, that it
is only individuals that gain by withholding our best efforts of working together
and that truncation or denial of the group process and consensus is damaging to
the community as a whole.
[As
colleagues.

principal]

my

principal

colleagues

were

my

principle

I had to interact with them very differently from interacting

with the teachers in the building because we became a community in the
building. We became a community, we worked together. What happens
with the building principals...! have not quite figured that out, but I do know
there is a competitive streak....

Before she [my colleague] became

principal of the Highview School, she became language arts coordinator
as I was leaving that position. I opened up my files to her. I gave her all
of my files. I said, “This is what has been done”. ... And I remember her
saying, “Why are you doing this for me?” and my question was, “Why
wouldn’t I? I am trying [to help], I would like you to be successful”. So the
competitive nature between the schools is sometimes fueled by the
leadership in those schools.

There really should not be competition

between schools because we all are supposed to be working for or
towards...what is best for the children and the district.
and...that is what I mean about the game playing.

...It is defeating

...If we were really

working all together for the best of what was to be for the children in the
district, we would not have the competition between the schools.
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Now

why it exists, I do not know but my hunch is that principals want
recognition too. ...But my recognition has come because of the teachers
in that school doing a job that is outstanding. And I think the same thing
could or should happen in every other building without there being a need
for finger pointing or competition.
(Dr Nettie Webb Interview Eight)
...It [a collegial community] was there on a very surface level, very
surface. Maybe more the union part but not...the instructional leadership
part because the instructional leadership role was not the role that we
spent our time talking about in our administrative council meetings.
...again,

here was the first time that

I

have

ever

in

the three

superintendents that I worked for [that our] superintendent rarely was in
our meetings. ...The majority of our meetings were held with the assistant
superintendent.

...[The] superintendent would occasionally be a part of

the meeting, occasionally. ...And so s/he had her/his administrative
cabinet...[but] where were the principals? The instructional leaders....
(Dr Nettie Webb Interview Eight)
I remember coming to one meeting, the scores for the fourth grade
English language Arts...were bad (laugh), eighth grade scores were bad.
[The superintendent] came in and talked about how important it is to
change them and almost had a little fit “I will not be a part of a failing
district”. And walks out the door and slams it. I said, “A tantrum, we just
saw a tantrum, how pathetic.” Not, “What do we need to do to shore up
our program?” That is the question that should have been asked. Ugh.
...it is interesting. The Board is supposed to be the trustees of the
districts.

...I do not fault them for raising their questions.

I think they

ought to [and] they need to. But...the superintendent has the instructional
leaders in each of the schools so s/he has resources that s/he would be
able to draw upon- one would think. But maybe one is far fetched (laugh)
because, again going back to the Jackson School. None of us is as smart
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as all of us. If you really believe that then you will find the resources right
within that will be able to do the kinds of things that need to be done. So
we would never, I will speak for myself, I never felt that I was ever called
upon to be a resource. And especially having the history of this district that
I had.
...Given my history, which some people would say is absolutely
wonderful, I also know that in the district I have had my detractors.

I

absolutely know that. So it depends upon who has the superintendent’s
ear and what the superintendent believes or has come to a conclusion
about Nettie Webb.... And then, of course...[when] s/he was hired as a
superintendent of a district, s/he gave the information that s/he had made
major changes and...there were people on the Board of Education who
wanted things shaken up.
...I was on the interview committee [for superintendent].

There

were nineteen of us. ...Yes. There were nineteen of us. There were two
final

candidates.

We

were

told

by

the

Board

not

to

send

a

recommendation but we felt so strongly that we sent a recommendation.
Eighteen of the nineteen voted for the other candidate, not for this
candidate. ...Eighteen of the nineteen. The Board was furious. I should
not say the Board, I know who was president at the time.

But they [the

board] went completely against what our recommendation was.

... I am

sure there were a couple of people who were on the committee...that they
repeated to her/him things that I said in that [superintendent search]
meeting.

Because I remember saying s/he did not have the depth or

breath about curriculum knowledge that the other candidate had.

And

went on to say some other things, which I felt very strongly about because
I was challenging the search consultant who was trying to sell her/him to
us. ...If there was going to be a choice...of course the Board had said,
“We do not want you to do it”. We were saying, “Well, we want to do it.
We want you to know what we want.”
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(Dr Nettie Webb Interview Eight)

The Beauty of Everything is in Her Eves
Dr. Webb’s ability to see beauty and possibility is informed by her
experiences and steadfast belief that there is beauty and possibility in the world.
As a teacher, a researcher and a leader, as a sister, friend and wife, she
dedicates her talents and efforts to ensuring these truths she holds prevail. Dr.
Webb spent the first half of interview six eloquently relating the choices she has
made and the subsequent leadership style she enacts. The data is presented
here across three sections: (a) Local, Contexualized Experts, (b) Every Individual
Has Something To Contribute To The Collective and (c) Relational Research and
Realizing No One Way for All.
In her words, Dr. Webb names knowledge she gained from her own
research, the importance of "unpacking what it is you see” and the application of
those understandings to her role as evaluator and principal. Her academic
training that demanded the rigor of trustworthy data, ideally over a period of time,
for a fuller picture and more complex understanding of what was occurring
directly translated into a commitment to continue to spend quality time in the
classrooms of her teachers doing daily work with children. Her commitment was
not only to those individuals but to her own standards of understanding, to
avoiding “snap judgement" based on one visitation and to not perpetuate the kind
of drive-by supervision she had once experienced herself as a teacher. “I always
viewed my role as the principal as being a mirror for the teacher. Because you
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[the teacher] do not get a chance to see what you are doing in a way that makes
sense...when you are with that group of children....”
Local, Contextualized Experts
...my area of specialty was the area of language arts. ...that was
my passion, it really was my passion. Not necessarily that everybody has
to have a passion for a particular area, but there are some teachers who
really could do some fabulous things in the area of science, who could do
some fabulous things in the area of social studies.
teachers as experts in those particular areas.

...I looked at these

Whereas another teacher

might say, “Ugh, I do not know what to do....”

[I heard this] especially

when we were doing things as far as diversity is concerned, “what do I
do?”

[I could reply], “Well, this teacher, this colleague...has done a lot.

Spend some time looking at what that person has done.”

...they fine-

tuned the teaching of that particular area and why should it not be shared
with a colleague?
Teachers are staff development[ed] to death. There are a lot of socalled experts who are coming in to tell teachers what to do. That is all
well and good.

However, the teachers themselves who are within that

building, if the culture is such that teachers are encouraged to share ideas,
they become the experts right there.

It is not that someone [from the]

outside cannot give some information or share some information, because
we have had some wonderful staff developers.

But unless it is over a

period of time...[there can be] staff development sessions as dog and
pony shows. The staff developer came in, did his or her thing and then
was

gone.

...there

needed

to

be

much

more

contact.

The

superintendent’s conference days where we are all immersed in staff
development, and then...what is next?

What is going to happen next?

How is this person going to help me [the teacher] move through the
process? Whereas in a building, where you have people who would be
120

able to share ideas, they [also] are on-site resource people. Which is so
very important. That is one of the things the schools really need to spend
more time developing and encouraging, their own teacher expertise on
staff. It can be done. There are some people who are reluctant to share,
“Well what do I have to say?” ...a principal being a mirror [can encourage
them] that there is a lot that you have to say. And a lot that can be shared.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)

Every Individual Has Something To Contribute To The Collective
...It is not that the principal has to be the expert in all areas. ...the
principal can look at some of the instructional leadership that is going on
within that building and capitalize [on] and nurture that.

That is what is

critical. Because I do not think that a principal can be an expert in all
areas, but certainly should be able to recognize an area of expertise. And
try to develop or encourage those staff members who have that kind of
excitement. We know that there are some teachers who are very excited
about what they are doing and with a little encouragement might really be
able to do a fine job in sharing with colleagues.

My experience has

been...[everyone] on staff...would...have been willing to share something,
no matter how big or how small. ...The range, for example, there were two
teachers on staff who really did a fabulous job talking about multiculturalism. How do you help other teachers who might not have had that
much experience in dealing with a diverse population? Two teachers in
particular spent time doing a whole unit with the staff to show them how
they could, over the course of the year, take particular parts and do the
teaching.

That was big.

Something small would be an organizational

thing. ...To another big, where one of the teachers was able to do the
OSHA training for the entire staff.

...and I am talking about people who

had traditionally not done any staff development as far as their own
colleagues were concerned. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
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They saw themselves as teachers of their children and...for me the
culture of a building is just like the culture of a classroom where you build
an environment that will encourage a feeling of trust, a feeling of risk
taking, a feeling of sharing and a feeling of openness to receive any and
all ideas. That no one gets put down because they might come up with an
idea that maybe someone thinks initially might not make a whole lot of
sense. But if you talk about it a little bit it really becomes...a good idea. It
is really providing an opportunity for people to feel that they have
something of value to share. And that to me is very important because
that is how you get a staff to work very cohesively because they realize
there are no wrong answers. There are no stupid answers [or] stupid
questions. Even in my own teaching [at the college level]...I would often
say, “It is important for you to ask the question because you do not know
who else in this classroom might be thinking the same thing”. Even when
meeting with a group of parents for the incoming kindergarten, I would
always say to them, “Please ask...your question...because the majority of
the people here probably are thinking the same thing, but you are at least
brave enough to go ahead and ask it”. So it is really having a very open
attitude towards everyone....

Just really accepting.

Just being very

accepting.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
...I am comfortable with who I am. I have been comfortable with
who I am. So [people] questioning or even challenging has not been a
threat to me.

I may not necessarily like it, but (laughing) it has not

bothered me. [But] it takes a teacher, a teacher leader...with a healthy
self-image and a healthy ego.

I remember George, my former principal

saying to me, “You have a healthy ego”. ...I am not afraid of challenges. I
am not afraid of people raising questions because I do not think it
undermines my authority.
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...with children...you have to look at the humor.

Now there is a

difference for me between being obnoxious and fresh and really asking a
genuine question or seeking a genuine answer. And I could easily tease
that out, from children particularly. I do not think that there were teachers
who...would be outright obnoxious or rude.

...the questions that were

asked...people felt very comfortable asking...because I would encourage
it. You have to encourage people to risk. And how do you do that?
what you model.
louder than words”.

It is really through the modeling.

...by

...“Actions speak

I could stand and say, “I want everyone’s input and

there will not be any repercussions....” But, if someone presented an idea,
...if I were not open and if I were rejecting of what that idea was, then that
does not encourage that person to say, “I want to participate.
do”.

I want to

It is the actions that would demonstrate, “Yes, there is a genuine

desire for there to be some input and for questions to be raised so that we
can have this [kind of school culture]”.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
...going back to that whole idea of the collective thinking, there is
much more power in having input from the group than there is [in] my
solitary thinking. ...no man is an island... but there was no way I could do
everything on my own. I recognized I needed the help of everyone and in
order to get that help, I had to be accepting of the way in, [and] the form,
which that help was given. The help may have come...[as] an idea that is
completely different from what I would think...but put into the mix with
everyone discussing [it, and] we invariably ended up with good things
happening.
...I had been the language arts coordinator so I had to dialogue
with teachers all the time. A part of my follow-up to doing a demonstration
lesson was to sit and talk to teachers about how they might be able to
follow through with some of the things that I had done. Even if there might
have been a different take on what it was that I had done, I had to be
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open....

But the expectation was if I really was going to sit and have a

conversation with them [the teachers], then they needed to be able to
know I indeed was listening to what it was they had to say. They knew the
group of children with whom they worked. Some of the ideas would work
or some of them would not, but I had to say, “Okay, by the time I come
back, X, Y and Z could be done.” [But] there would be an opportunity for
them to have some input...as well.

Do not forget I was only getting into

those classrooms maybe once or twice a month [as the Language Arts
coordinator].

I needed very much to have their cooperation so that we

could continue to move the children along the continuum.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)

Relational Research and Realizing No One Way For All
...Having the opportunity to pursue the [dissertation research] area
that I was interested in, which was the area of beginning reading, was
really very exciting.

...I was doing something that I really cared a lot

about.... The teachers were chosen, two fairly novice teachers and two
very experienced teachers, to really begin to look very carefully at where
each of those teachers were on their continuum of learning. The novice
teachers were really very open because...I had a relationship with them.
These were colleagues.

I had been in their classrooms...it was a

colleague-to-colleague situation so I was not their supervisor. ...Also, I
had a history in the district as the Teacher Research Linker Trainer so I
was doing the Union work as well.

I came with a strong reputation as

being a supportive colleague.
I do not know if I were a different kind of person as Language Arts
Coordinator, whether or not they would have been so accepting of me [as
a researcher] into their classrooms.

But we had this opportunity to

establish a relationship. And in doing the research I had to sit and observe
their lessons.

Now the novice teachers I thought were doing what they
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had been trained to do through the work with their reading teacher. And
given our knowledge of the research and reading up to that point...they
were incorporating whatever strategies they had learned.... But...there
was one experienced teacher who seemed to do pretty much the same
thing.

And I am saying to myself, “What is this and how is this really

translating into her knowledge about the children?” She had a very simple
technique that I realized afterward gave her a whole lot of knowledge
about these children without there being a paper pencil test. I mean she
used the blackboard so incredibly [well] to determine whether or not the
children knew the difference between a letter and a word...just from some
simple exercises that she would put on the board.

And before she knew

it, and before I knew it, those children were diagnosed. She could pick out
who her readers were, she could pick out her beginners.

...my initial

observation of this was, “Why is she putting the word ‘bat’ up on the
board? ...What is this?” But because of our talking and my observing, I
began to see how she was able to pick out what was happening with the
children in her class. ...this was a seasoned teacher, a veteran teacher,
who had learned that there were many different strategies that could be
used to determine where the children were.
What I came away from that experience realizing is that there is no
one way for all teachers. There is a level of expertise among your veteran
teachers that [developed] over the course of years and their own study of
that age group,... [that] I consider these people the experts for that
particular age group.

...this particular one had been teaching first grade

for about twelve, fourteen years. So she did not need a piece of paper to
tell her where her children were. She used a lot of creativity but was very
keyed into what the strengths and needs were for her children. Which is
very different from a novice who has not had all of those years of
experience behind her and needed the anchor of that assessment tool to
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give her a lot of information about the children.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
That [lesson from my own research] is really what helped me as far
as the principalship is concerned. Because I realized I have nine teachers
on a grade level. Each of these people are individuals, each of them are
going to approach the task of teaching in their own individual way. And
what is the goal? The goal is for them to be able to determine what the
needs of their children are, to plan a program that is going to allow them to
teach the curriculum, ...in their individual way.

And that is okay.

Well

there is such a need for standardization in what is happening in education
today..., everybody’s got to do the same thing. Principals who insist that
everybody be teaching whatever at the same time. What are we talking
about? You know, children do not fit into these neat little holes, ...so there
has to be a knowledge level on the part of the teachers too...to be able to
use their own individuality in teaching.
...[And] it is okay because the children are individuals. (See Figure
7. Parent and Child Communication to Teacher) They are not all standard
coming in. All of the children have different needs and the whole idea of
everyone starting on page one, particularly in the textbooks that are
written for a grade level, is the most ridiculous thing that you could ever
think of. Because maybe not everyone is ready for page one. But it also
means is you have to have a teacher who knows how to meet the needs
of those individuals who are not necessarily ready. And then, of course, it
is not just the children who are ready, but the children who are maybe
beyond page one.

Again it goes to looking at the individual and how

individuals can be accommodated in the group setting.

That really is what

the challenge is, how do you differentiate but still be aware of...what the
curriculum is, what are the important concepts that need to be taught. We
get so skills driven with the minutia that we forget about the bigger picture.
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What is it that we want children to be able to learn and do? That is the
concept...you have to know what the big picture is [as well].
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
Figure 7. Parent and Child Communication to Teacher
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...I would be the first to say skills are very important. But the way in
which we are getting at the skills now, I think, is so detrimental. For
example, there is a push for kindergarteners and pre-schoolers to have all
of these workbooks so that they have these skills. ...There are some
[school] systems that have eliminated recess. There are some sytemes
where you do not find a block corner in a kindergarten classroom or first
grade, and God forbid, it should be in second or third [grade classrooms].
...we cannot be so skills driven with reading skills [and] math skills that we
lose sight of...concepts.

Because skills really mean, to many people,

paper pencil...skill and drill, skill and drill. Those parts are important but
there are other things that children need to be able to experience that will
help them with the skills.

...But we get so hung up with just doing the

skills part...that we do not think, “What is the larger picture?”
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
To what end [do we do what we do]? That really is...why kids get
turned off to school. [Wondering], “What am I here for? What am I doing?”
Those are some important discussions that teachers need to have with
their children every year. I remember asking kids...why were they sent to
school?

Some [said] “Because my mother made me.” To [others]

“Because when I grow up I want to be X, Y and Z.” I mean it just ran the
gambit. And who is giving them or encouraging them to be excited about
learning? Where do we start developing, or where do children start
developing, some of the[ir] passions...if they cannot pursue it?
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)

What I Value in Education
...What do I value in education?
committed.

Now,

I value people who are really

what do I mean by committed? ...People who are
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demonstrating they are there for the children.

...what is important is

making sure that the people who are involved with young children
understand what that age is all about [and] have set up their environments
that will encourage the children to have their childhood.

...also valuing

what it is that the parents come to us with, and I think I said at one of our
earlier interviews,

many parents just remember their most

recent

experience, either high school or college. They do not think all the way
back to the very beginnings, [so early childhood educators need to be]
sharing with them the idea that children have a right to their childhood.
And that to me is one of the most important things.
I also value people who have taken on the, ...are willing to fight for
what they believe in. These are the people that are willing to go to the mat.
And those people have been really vocal and have been out there to the
meetings....

People who really are going to stand up for what they

believe...is in the best interest of children..., who know what the
characteristics of young children are.
A part [of knowing is the research base]. What do we have the
research for if we do not use it?

The research is there.

...there are

people who consider themselves child advocates, [saying] “Well no, they
do not need recess because they need all the basics”. They do not know
what they are talking about.

They do not.

What does the research tell

you? ... the need for children to be able to be children. We have so fast
forwarded them into mini adulthood by everything that they are being
bombarded with that we have lost sight of the fact that they need to be
able to come through to be whole [adult] individuals.
...So I want people [in education] who want to be with children.
Who want to be with them not because they have their summers off....
Ugh. ...But people who really think that they can make a difference in the
lives of children.

That to me is the bottom line.
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Positive change

impact[ing] the lives of children [through education]...has always been my
primary motivation.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)

What I Value for Children
What I value for children...is for them to be able to have their
childhood, to be able to grow in an environment that will allow them to
become comfortable learners. Life-long learners. To establish for children
the atmosphere that they can do whatever it is that they need to do to
become life-long learners. That, to me, is really one of the most important
things. And that is not, to me, difficult to do. The teachers, they need to
know a little bit more about the age group.

One of the advantages to

having the Lee F. Jackson K-1 [school, was]...we learned a tremendous,
the teachers [and] I, learned a tremendous amount about young children.
We had to keep unpacking what we were doing.

When...we became a

school of all kindergarten and first graders, boy did we have to focus on
what was important for them. And what were the kinds of things that we
needed to do for...whatever it is that they would need to become whole
people. Not just focusing on the head but [on] who are these people that
we were helping.we help them see themselves in many different
ways.

And developing self-image...is really very important...[as is] the

stance that we take in dealing with them.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
Really having a [classroom] environment that allows for a lot of
hands-on activities, having an art corner, having a science corner, having
a block corner. Having furniture that is conducive...in a way that gave the
classroom some dignity, the children some dignity.

Buying rugs.

wanted them to be able to sit on the floor in some comfort.

We

Well they

could not sit on a cold floor but having rugs in those classrooms that would
say, you can be comfortable. ...You want them to curl up with a book and
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read? Well curling up with a book and reading] is comfortable on the floor
as opposed to sitting in a hard chair at a desk. ...And teaching math...they
had a chance to handle and manipulate-the object so that they could learn
what counting was...not just having little cubes but actual objects.
...Outside the school, I do not think the kids should be over¬
programmed. ...Some are exhausted from being so over-programmed after school activities, they go to dance, they go to music lessons. When
do they get a chance to sit back and just think? Or even create?

[For]

some children who go to daycare at 7:30 in the morning and do not come
home until 6:30 at night, it is hurry up and have dinner, do your homework
and go to bed.

They need some time to really be children.

And I also

know that we are living in this society where there are some families that
do not have the luxury of having the mother or somebody be home. But I
also think sometimes it is not the quantity of time but it is the quality of
time so that...there is an opportunity instead of the TV being the
babysitter, it could be some family time. It is quality versus quantity. You
have some children who have someone home with them all day. It does
not mean that they are necessarily having any better experiences.

You

know? It is what you do with the time that you have.
That is one reason why I have always been a proponent of that
read aloud [homework] program.

Fifteen minutes to an adult is nothing,

but fifteen minutes in the life of a child is an eternity. And just having that
one-on-one uninterrupted time to sit, to cuddle, to talk, to read, to share
ideas and to share time. It is a gift of time that all children need and again,
it is not the quantity, it is the quality. Kids will never forget that. They do
not forget that. ...But as adults, we are always measuring things in terms
of our time and what time means to us as opposed to children who
think...five minutes of being
sixty is what?

timed out...is forever.

That is three hundred seconds.

(Laughing) ...It is a very long time.
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Because five times
That is a long time.

...my experience with some of the children sitting in my office
looking out the window at their friends [on the playground]. That was the
worst punishment I could possibly give. “You sit at the window, you watch
your friends on the playground”.
pure agony.

Agony.

Agony!

And what was it, ten minutes?

It was

...For some they never, ever wanted to

come back there [to the principal’s office] again. It was pure agony. But
those few minutes made a difference and turned some things around for
some children.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)

Variations On A Theme
...how do they [children] get a chance to develop their own interests
in things? How can they do that unless they are given an opportunity...to
just think. Yes, just think. ...I think of myself as a very busy adult. If I do
not put aside some time to do the things that I like to do, [for example] I
love to read. Well, I could make myself busy all day and never get to open
up a book that I want to read. And I think the same thing happens as far
as children as concerned.
have...time out.

If they are so programmed..., when do they

Really time out for self.

When do they have time for

unstructured time. That is where the thinking and the creating comes in.
And when do they have time to just even be alone for a little bit and how
do they learn how to use their time? Because if they are so programmed
and so structured they do not even know how to manage time.
...the analogy is reading. When you read someone else’s book you
are decoding what that person has written. You do not even have to think
about it. When you do your own writing, you better believe that you have
to do a lot of thinking in order to get something out.

It is the same

thing...with kids. ...When they have their own time, that is when they are
encoding and they are thinking on their own, they are creating. They have
to come up with something to do.
132

[A colleague] spoke some years

ago...in his read aloud handbook about the fact that he had said to his
family, “You will have no TV during the course of the week”.

He said it

was like pulling teeth because...his children had been so used to just
sitting in front of the TV....

But because he stood his ground, he said

those kids after a while developed so many interests because they did not
have the TV to do all the decoding for them.
[Today in early childhood education] one of the big concerns is how
children’s fine motor is developed.

But I remember spending endless

hours playing marbles. I did not know that I was developing my fine motor
skills. ...Paper dolls, cutting them out.

I did not know that I was

developing (laugh) my fine motor skills. We would play hopscotch. I did
not know that I was developing my gross motor skills. And you know, we
would play these games for hours on end, but we were always creating
some thing.

Another way to jumping rope and coming up with these

chants and.... That was what we did. And we had hours to do it, because
there were not after school activities that we had to go to. Our after school
activities were the things that we made. ...The jumping rope, the jumping
on one foot, the jumping in while somebody was jumping out.

Just

variations on the theme. Variations on the theme.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
Opportunities I Would Have Thought Unimaginable
A mark of a learner is one who seeks out, even craves, more information,
further experience and embraces rather than withdraws from new challenges.
Dr. Webb shares several mind-opening opportunities that changed the way she
understood the world around her and colleagues in her teaching profession while
maintaining her own sense of grounding. Never arrogant, one can still sense,
after all that she has accomplished, the eager wide-eyed learner who keeps
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embracing opportunity and continues to realize anew the possibilities that one
person could enjoy across her personal and professional life (See Figure 8.
Personal Communication from Husband Fess to his Brother and Figure 9.
October 21, 1989 Newspaper Article Enclosed in Fess’ Personal
Communication).
So the doctorate, as far as my work is concerned,...has helped me
to look at things very critically.... (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven) The
pursuit of the doctorate and the kinds of experiences, the different course
work...[for example], looking at...people’s professional journeys.... That
was a rich piece for me because I had not realized at the time there were
many people in education who did not choose to be.choices made
by their families for them, older women who had no choice....

I felt that

everybody who was in teaching wanted to be there because I wanted to
be there. This was a passion. I met a man who because of the Korean
war...[and] the Gl Bill went to school to become a teacher. That was not
something that he really wanted to do. It was a whole learning experience
and...I know it helped me when I became a building principal. Because I
realized all of the teachers that I was going to have contact with were not
there because of their passion about being with children. That helped me
to really look at and work with them in a different kind of way. There had
to be that kind of flexibility in approaching different people.
...I loved what it [my doctorate] helped me to become...[it gave me]
a way of looking at things.

It was...a very powerful experience.one

course I took, I had to do a lot of audio taping of myself, listening, using
myself as a teacher. I remember the professor saying, “Physician heal thy
self, before you go out and help anybody else, you better look at yourself
very critically.” So I had to do a lot of self-analysis of my teaching, [even]
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had to have myself video taped.

It was really quite exciting because I

never had to do that before. And my feedback to myself was not the
Figure 8. Personal Communication from Husband Fess to his Brother

Mr. & Mn. Festiu WtM
40 North Xoad
Win* Plot**, NY t(K#3
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Figure 9. October 21, 1989 Newspaper Article Enclosed in Fess’ Personal
Communication
Gannett Westchester Newspapers/Saturday, October 21, 1989

Greenburgh educator
elected to national board
Greenburgh educator Netti Webb has been
elected to serve a three-year term on the
National Board For Professional Teaching
Standards.
The board elected her
Thursday at a meeting in
Raleigh, N.C.

i

The private board,
formed in May 1987, is
working to develop national
certification standards for
teachers and the tests
teachers will have to take to
meet them. Right now,
teachers can only receive
certification from the state
Netti Webb
in wfhich they work.
“If we really w'ant to have teaching looked at
as a profession, like law or medicine, we have to
have a way of standardizing entry into the
profession,” said Webb, Greenburgh’s language
arts coordinator for kindergarten through sixth
grade.
The board, formed by the Carnegie
Corporation, is seeking $25 million from
Congress to continue its work, spokesperson
Annette Merritt-Cummings said. Another $25
million is being raised from private foundations
and corporations, she said.
By 1993, the board hopes to have its first
certification standards and tests ready.
Different tests will be prepared for teachers at
different grade levels and in different subject
areas.
National certification is not envisioned as
mandatory for teachers — at least for several
years — but as something to supplement state
certification.
The 64-member board includes many of the
nation’s most high-profile educators, including
Albert Shanker, president of the American
Federation of Teachers, Mary Hatwood Futrell,
former president of the National Education
Association, and Bill Honig, education
comissioner of California.
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greatest (laughing). I knew that I was not self-actualized even though I
thought I had been before. So it was [a] very opening and self-reveaiing
experience.
...We read, Schoolteacher by Dan Lortie...and reading about this
[teacher socialization] and then doing the professional journey with a
group of teachers....

At that time I was the language arts coordinator

and...I began to look at them a little bit differently, some of the teachers,
because I realized they did not come to it [teaching] with the same
excitement that I did. And they were almost just existing, they were there
but this was not really what they wanted to do.
...it was really quite a revelation and I think a disappointment in a
sense.

Because all I could think about was if they are not happy doing

this, how are they making the children happy?

That’s what I thought

about. ...It was very disappointing and I just kept saying to myself, “What
trouble, why do they not just get out?” Well, [they] could not just get out
because this was the livelihood for them. And they had invested so many
years and they were waiting for their retirement. That was hard. That was
hard, but then I said/decided, “My interaction with them had to be such
that it was as positive as could be so that hopefully, some of my
enthusiasm would rub off. Hopefully. But I also knew that I would not be
able to make the in-roads in their program with the children. ...if I was not
careful and considerate about the way in which I talked with them and
gave them feedback. That was really very important. Very important. ...I
could not disregard them because if I disregarded them, then I was
disregarding the children...
I learned a lot about myself [during those years].

...I really had to

put my strong feelings aside and realize that in order to have something
happen, I would have to make that happen. And to make that happen, I
would have to be the adult in a sense. I would really have to say, ...’’You
are dealing with this adult who really and truly does not want to do this.” It
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is hard...then there is something that you have to do, and that is really
kind of take them by the hand and show them what it is that needs to be
done. And hope that they will implement the ideas in their class. ...Being
the language arts coordinator, I did not have an option.

It was not that I

could pick and choose [the teachers I worked with]. I also realized that I
did not want to pick and choose....
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
...when I say I am who I am there are some people who become
very pompous with their [doctoral] degree.

I had a woman in my church

come up to me to say that she was continuing to pray for me knowing that
[my husband] Fess had died. But a part of what was important to her, she
said [was], “You have your education but you do not flaunt it”. And see,
that is what I mean...I still am who I am.

For me it is important to be

humble and also for me not to forget my roots, because I came up very
poor. So who am I to turn my nose up at people who may not have been
able to do what it is that I have been able to do? I still consider myself...a
regular person. I have a degree but that degree has not gone to my
head...[or] allowed me to be so much more important than anybody else.
That just does not make any sense. It does not make sense for me.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
...here is part of my spiritual background.

I do believe you reap

what you sow. You sow kindness, you will get kindness back and it has
been demonstrated over and over and over and over again.

...I have

been able to do things...given my humble beginnings, I would never have
dreamed of doing. But I have, I have done it. ...Is it, Jesse Jackson that
says, “From the outhouse to the White House”?

I mean, literally I have

been to the White House. Not that we had an outhouse [in White Plains,
but]... at my Uncle’s upstate, because it was rural, they did have an
outhouse. ...so from those very, very beginnings, the opportunities...have
presented themselves, (see Figure 10. January 6, 1989 Newspaper Article
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and Figure 11. December 25, 1989 Newspaper Article) ... I do not have to
brag about the things that I have experienced because they have been
absolutely wonderful experiences and that is the way I am accepting
them...as wonderful experiences.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
[Opportunities I would have thought unimaginable include]...being invited
to the White House and meeting the President. Being invited to the home
of the Governor of North Carolina and being there for dinner, (see Figure
12. Personal Correspondence) Traveling to China [and] leading a group
of teachers. Being on the National Board and going to almost every major
city in the United States. ...the travel opportunities that I have had. I have
been on five of the seven continents,...how in the world has this been
possible?

It has been one experience after another after another and I

guess when I stop and back up and think about it--...wow.

But (laugh)

during the time that it was happening, this was something that I just had to
do. It was a part of what I was doing at the time.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
Desires of Your Heart (Or Patience)
At one point during our interviews, Dr. Webb stated, “We all have needs.”
She went on to talk about how the fact that her own needs having been met has
given her a sense of security, one she then has been able to offer to others
through recognition and relationship. She does this as an act of responsibility
and giving back. She does this in her personal and professional actions with
adults. She does this to ensure other generations of children will have the
supportive opportunities she benefited from in her own life. And she
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Figure 10. January 6, 1989 Newspaper Article
PAGE 12/THE SCARSDALE INQUIRER/FRIDAY, JANUARY 6, 1989

Central 7 school news
Nettie Webb, the district’s elemen¬
tary school language arts coordinator,
has been included in the 1988-89 in¬
augural edition of “Who’s Who in
American Education.” Webb’s selec¬
tion was based on her professional ac¬
complishments in her 23 years with the
district. Currently completing her doc¬
torate in teaching and curriculum from
Syracuse University, she hopes to finish
her dissertation this year.
Webb has just completed writing the

teachers’ guide for a black history
television special for young people to be
broadcast nationwide on CBS, Tuesday,
Jan. 24, from 4 to 5 pm. The program,
which features Whoopi Goldberg, is titl¬
ed “My Past Is My Own.”

Figure 11. December 25, 1989 Newspaper Article
Vol. XXXI, No. 9, December 25, 1989

NEW YORK

NYSUT’s Nettie Webb elected to Nat'l Board
for Professional Teaching Standards
United Teachers activist
Nettie Webb of the Greenburgh Teachers Federation
has been elected to the Na¬
tional Board for Professional
Teaching Standards, which is
charting new certification
horizons to strengthen teach¬
ing.
Webb was elected to a
three-year term on the 21person national board of di¬
rectors. Re-elected to the
national board were Ameri¬
can Federation of Teachers
President Albert Shanker and
Adam Urbanski, president of
the Rochester Teachers Association, along
with other educators and business leaders.
United Teachers First Vice President An¬
tonia Cortese congratulated Webb in a let¬
ter, noting that the National Board “could
not have made a better choice You are
knowledgeable, skilled and well-respected
by your colleagues — all the attributes one
should have to serve on Such a prestigious
and historic board.”
Webb, who is the language arts coordi¬

nator for the Greenburgh Cen¬
tral School District Seven in
Hartsdale, said that she was
delighted at her election
“We’re in a very exciting time
for the profession,” she said.
“If we’re really looking at
teaching as a profession, we
know that we must look to¬
ward control of the profession
by teachers.”
The National Board w'as
created as an outgrowth of
recommendations by the Car
negie Task Force on T eaching
as a Profession. The Board,
established in May 1987, is
designed to function eventually as a certify¬
ing body for teaching similar to certifying
bodies in other professions.
This past summer, the Board released its
first set of assessment guidelines, aiming
toward an assessment process for a new,
voluntary certification for teachers in some
29 fields.
The board hopes to have, a system for
awarding certificates in place by 1993, re¬
ports the AFT.
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F NEW YORK STATE UNITED TEACHERS

Figure 12. Personal Correspondence

JAMES B. HUNT, JR.
3600 GLENWOOD AVENUE
POST OFFICE BOX 10096
RALEIGH,NORTH CAROLINA 27605-0096
TELEPHONE
919-783-6400

COVERNOR OF NORTH CAROLINA
1977-1985

October 24,

Ms. Nettie Webb
40 North Street
White Plains, NY

1989

10603

Dear Nettie:
I just want to take this opportunity
congratulate
you on being
elected
to
National Board for Professional Teaching
know that you will be a great addition to

to personally
on the
Standards.
I

serve

the Board.

I look forward to working with you over the next few
years.
Should you have any questions about the work of
the Board, please do not hesitate to contact me.
My warmest personal

James B.

Hunt,

Jr.

/

0

7
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does this with a deeply internalized sense of patience, calm and confidence that
lets you know true and deep desires of the heart will not go unanswered.
When I was in high school we had different presentations about
colleges.... Before my senior year...we had taken a trip upstate, we were
going to Cooperstown...[with] our little missionary group at the church that
I belonged to. ...And so we ended up going to Syracuse. And I remember
seeing the entrance to Syracuse University. I just remember saying what
a beautiful, beautiful school. We did not tour the campus or anything, but
the setting. ...And [since that moment] I had always wanted to go to
Syracuse. But when I graduated from high school, there was no way that I
could have had afforded Syracuse University.
Fredonia, but here is the spiritual part.

So I ended up going to

In some of the teachings...if you

pray, God will give you the desires of your heart.

Now in the very, very

beginning, I could not go to Syracuse for my undergraduate [degree], but
where did I end up getting my highest degree? Syracuse University.

[I]

could not have asked for more. ...from ’62 to ’90, almost 30 years
later...[after I knew] that is where I want to go. That is where I want to go.
And thirty some odd years later...the story itself...about how I got to
go to Syracuse. Through my work [with] the Union [and] through meeting
the two other women who were a part of the Union project who told me
about the Syracuse program. ...Wonderful. ... If you ask for the desires of
your heart, God will give you the desires of your heart.
wonderful.

...it was just incredible.

Yes. That was

...it just shows if you have patience

and you wait...for things to happen not in your time, but in God’s time, and
that [doctoral program] was the time.
Action Bulletin)
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
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(See Figure 13. December 1987

Figure 13. December 1987 Action Bulletin

Our Very Own:
Nettie Webb

By Shirley Klein

of

NETTIE WEBB, Reading and Writing Coordinator
for Greenburgh 7, has been appointed by Com¬
missioner of Education Thomas Sobol to a
special task force to study a "major priority"
the Regent# and State Education Department.

With 26 others (16 of whom are NYSUT members), NETTIE will be charged
with "developing a comprehensive, long-range strategy for recruiting
larger numbers of able people to the teaching profession, including
minorities and people in mid and late career." In developing this
plan, Sobol instructed Task Force
members to pay particular attention
to such matters as responsibility
and accountability, continuing pro¬
fessional growth and professional
advancement, concentrating on the
quality of teacher preparation pro¬
grams .
Action Winning

A living example of these qualities,
NETTIE WEBB has been an inspiration
to us all. Beside serving as District
Reading Coordinator, she is a member
of CUSP, the Teacher Center Policy
Board, our Task Force and the Board's
Minority Recruitment Committee.
NETTIE in the Local Site Coordinator
for Educational Research and Dissem¬
ination.
If that sounds formidable, here is
one more: In her "spare" time, NETTIE
is completing a doctorate from Syracuse
University. Keep on growing NETTIE!
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Action Bulletin
Greenburgh Teacher's Federation

Vol. XV No. 2

December 1987

I will say unequivocally, I am a patient person in the sense of the work that I do.
With some of the teachers...I had to be patient and wait for them to be ready to
receive the input that I was willing to give and...able to show them. ...I joke with
some friends about not being the most patient [person], but when it came to my
work, I was very patient.

I had to be.

Because I had to be willing to move

people, almost in different times. ...It is knowing the individuals and knowing that
they needed some time in order to be able to make change.

Because I

recognized that change is not something that happens rapidly. It has often been
said that schools are the slowest, [and] things in education are the slowest, to
change. There has to be an element of patience....
How does the research get translated into action...?

We are

dealing with human beings and any new state-of-the-art movement will
have a group of people who are very excited about it. But how do you get
the masses, who are in the educational field, excited? There have been
so many so-called changes....

It is like the idea of the month (laugh).

What is coming down the pipe now? You hear the expression, “We have
been there, done that”.

...well I think that patience and change actually

can go hand-in-hand, but what I think is one of the most important things
is to have the patience for change to occur. A prime example is when I
was language arts coordinator, doing the demonstration lessons for some
of the teachers who could take the ideas and really move with them. But
there were others who [would say], “they cannot write, they cannot do this,
they cannot do that” but over a period of time I just showed them, yes, the
children could write....

I just had to be patient enough for people to

recognize that they, indeed, needed to try, to at least try. The patience
was to wait for people to at least try out some of the things that were being
talked about.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
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Thus Far. A Full Life With Children At The Center
...I had an incredible support here, [at home from] Fess. Home, for
me, was very comfortable.

If I had any needs...to discuss, even though

Fess and I would agree to disagree, home was very comfortable for me.
Home has always been a sanctuary for me.

And/then of course my

church and my church family, so...I had, and have, a very full life with lots
of support in many different ways. ...For some people, school is their life.
Both personal and professional. That was not so for me.

...It was my

life...because I am constantly thinking about the kinds of things that can
happen to make a difference for children.

Even though I had a full

personal life, a lot of that fullness was also committed to working for
children. ...children are the center of my life...
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
You see for me, what greater joy does one have than to be
engaged in something that you enjoy doing? And my whole life has been
doing what I have wanted to do. Not that it has been easy. ...I have risen
to those challenges and really fought the fight because nothing is done
without there being some sacrifice.... The children have, had, and will
always be at the center of my life because children are the future. It is a
very simple saying, but they are the future.

And...looking back over my

life and looking at the kinds of things that I have been able to do because
of my education- ...it is liberating. It is what freedom is all about. To be
able to do, and it is through education, to me, that one becomes free,
really free.
...children can be shaped in many different ways and we have such
a powerful influence over them- they can make a difference. I believe in
the future because of the children. ...I do believe we could have a
wonderful world because [with] every new generation that comes along,
there is hope. There is hope.

Is there ever hope! ...With children in the
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school, you can shape behavior. You can encourage thinking, ...you can
see and hear the connections...and...that kind of excitement, seeing the
excitement about learning something [offers hope/makes a difference].
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
... adults are stuck, some of them.

(Laughing)

I am sorry, gosh,

(laughing) ...see this is one of the discussions that Fess and I often had. I
believe that people can change and he, “No way, they are not going to
change.” And as much as I did not want to agree with him, in my heart I
knew he was telling the truth sometimes.

But my religious part, my

spiritual part [believes]...that people can change. But by and large, a lot of
people do not change. ...So I do not put much stock in adults. I put much
more stock in children (laughing).

...There is more possibility.

I am

hopeful that they can and they will make a difference.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
My commitment to the children has been the most consistent piece,
[has] always been the most consistent piece in anything.

...it has not

changed. ...changes have occurred because of an opportunity to serve
more children and this was one of the questions that was raised as to why
would I leave the classroom. I knew the impact that I had on those 20 or
25 children. But particularly with the first position, which was the reading
consultant job, I realized that I would have the opportunity to serve many
more children. But I had major separation pains when I left the classroom
because I really missed it badly. I missed it very badly. Because when I
was in the class, those were my children. Now they were everybody’s, so
they were our children, but more the other teacher’s children than mine.
...I could have stayed in the classroom and really impacted those few but I
had to look at it in such a way that I was going to be reaching so many
others.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
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...So my responsibility as an educator is to provide the very best
that I possibly could for all of the children.... When the children walk into
the educational setting, we know that we all have individual differences,
but we do not know what the potential of a person is.

Only when you

begin to start tapping into that person and tapping into that potential...,
again, one of the reasons why I believe so strongly in the educational
philosophy of the Greenburgh Central Seven Schools....

Heterogeneity,

individualization, giving children an opportunity to go as far as they
possibly could go and not really putting any limits on.

...one of the

teachers that I first started with, and I really used this as a sort of a gauge
for me, she would say to her students, especially those who were having
difficulty, “I cannot control what happens before you come to school. I
cannot control what happens after you leave school, but I can control what
happens during the time that you are here.” And in essence, she was
saying to the child, “You work with me and I will certainly work with you....”
And that is a part of leveling the field because we cannot take care of all of
what is happening out there. I go back to my second grade teacher, Miss
Broderick. ...She did not take care of what was happening before school,
could not take care of what was happening after, but because of what it
was that she was able to help do for me within that [school] setting, has
made the difference.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Eleven)
There is no question I have loved, I really love this work.
loved it.

It has been hard- no question.

I have

It has been challenging- no

question. But it has been very satisfying. ...Remember one of the parents
talking about her kindergartener, she said her children would go skipping
out the door [to the school bus] like they were going to a party? I could
see myself, [I have] a visual image...I would be skipping out the door
pretty much every morning...going to where I wanted to be because- it
was great. [The work], it was great! Even with lots of challenges, lots of
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difficulties, but it just was...waking up every morning and thinking, “Gee
what is going to be coming? What is today going to be like?” And be able
to choose to go and definitely want to be in school [there].
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Eleven)
Fast Forward to Now
I am going to fast forward to [right] now. What I realized is that I am
only limited by my own fears. I would only be limited by my own fears. ...I
do not think there is anything that I would not be able to go ahead and do
if I felt that I wanted to do it. You get to a point where you realize if you
risk, you risk. ...you will just continue to accept those challenges and the
challenges are not maybe so big after all. You have to know that it is not
going to be easy. I do not think that anything has ever been easy but I do
know that I think I have the self-confidence enough, now, to just step out
and do whatever.

Because now [that I am retired] it is a matter of I can

choose to do it, or I can choose not to do it. And that is a very comfortable
feeling.

Not that I would not have trepidation.

But I know... I would be

successful, whatever that means..., I would be able to do...the job.
Because I know that I have the motivation that will make sure that
whatever I do is reflective of what I stand for. And if I stand for what is
important and stand for what might be considered that perfection..., it will
not be, Fess used the expression, “half-stepping”. I would make the full
step. I would just go.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
...I know it now, [that I am only limited by my own fears], because of
Fess’s death [this past April, April 2004].

When I look at the scheme of

things, what is so important? What is really so important...if I have to
speak I will speak. If I have to do a piece of research, I will do a piece of
research. Even in the church there are things that I know that I definitely
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can do if ! were asked to do them, i might not want to do them, but ! can
do them. That to me is very important. There is a difference between not
wanting to and knowing that you absolutely can. So I do not think there is
anything that I really cannot do. I may not want to do [all of] them but I can
do them and I have that strength of self-confidence, that feeling of selfconfidence enough.... It took a long time to get to that point, and I do not
know that I really felt that before Fess’s death. But after his death, I have
had to really think about it. So what? I might get nervous. So what? It is
no big deal. I know there are things that are not such big deals anymore
because [really] what is it? What is it? Those leaps that I can make and I
can take. I put them in perspective. (See Figure 14. Greenburgh Central
Seven Educational Foundations 2006 Honoree Introduction document and
Figure 15. Dr. Webb’s Flonoree Acceptance Speech)....Slowly but surely.
...You learn. You learn, you learn. At this age, it is an important learning.
It is an important learning.

And then I am stepping out... [because] you

have got to broaden your horizons. ...it is very interesting having the time
to kind of sit back and watch. ...like when I did my student teaching.... I
do not know maybe what I want to do, but I know what I am not going to
do. That to me is very important so I am observing some of these retirees
and I am making some decisions for me.... Just find your niche, just find
your niche. And we all have one. But we have to seek it out too. We do
have to seek it out.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
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Figure 14. Greenburgh Central Seven Educational Foundations 2006 Honoree
Introduction document

it is with great pleasure that I introduce our guest of honor this
evening.
1966 to 2004, 37 years...Every person in this room has been
touched by the intelligence, the dedication and the humanity of Dr.
Nettie Webb. In her 37 years working in the Greenburgh Central 7
School District she has impacted, not only students, parents and
teachers, but the very systems and philosophies of educational
thought that define our district.
Her interests and energies have led to a lifetime pursuit of
educational excellence. I hope that you had the opportunity to read
Dr. Webb’s abbreviated biography in our program. Reading
“between the lines” is the story of a woman who has valued
education personally and for others. A woman who has served on
boards, written extensively, attended countless meetings, evaluated
programs, supervised colleagues and served her spiritual community.
She is beloved by staff members, friends and family.
I met Dr. Webb as the parent of young children in the then Juniper
Hill School. I worked with Dr. Webb as a parent, a PTA
representative, a member of the Board of Education and now as a
Trustee for the GC7 Educational Foundation. I have always been
impressed by her competent nature, her calm demeanor and her
dedication to her profession.
Dr. Webb has served the children and the community of Greenburgh
Central 7 for a lifetime.
It is with great personal pleasure that on behalf of the Trustees of the
GC7 Educational Foundation, I present, to her family, friends and
colleagues, our guest of honor, Dr. Nettie Webb.
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Figure 15. Dr. Webb’s Honoree Acceptance Speech

GREENBURGH CENTRAL SEVEN EDUCATIOAl FOUNDATION ACCEPTANCE SPEECH
Nettie Webb
MAY 9. 2006
Thank you for your kind words of introduction. I extend my thanks to your members and to
all of you for your presence. To the members of the Greenburgh Education Foundation, thank
you for selecting me as your honoree this year. It's an honor to be honored; I am humbled
and deeply grateful. I do know that my resume is quite extensive, but being the workaholic
that I am. I’ve known no other way. Especially since I have spent my entire educational
career in Greenburgh—thirty seven years is a long time, but it didn’t seem that long since I
have had the privilege of being in a profession which has been the fulfillment of a dream of
mine. I learned early that life is to be lived to the fullest because we’ve been given a gift by
God to use each day to its fullest. I thank God for everything I have been given even
through the ups and downs; my life has been a miracle.
It is also pleasant to receive such compliments, especially in the presence of one’s family
and friends--whom I’d like to acknowledge at this time. My biological family is small—my
sister Cora is here along with my sister-in-law from Baltimore, Sylvia Gilchrist and cousins,
Avery and Joanne. But I’ve been blessed to have an extended family through my Calvary
Baptist Church family—led by my Pastor, Rev. Cousin and our first lady, Mrs. Cousin, friends
and friends who have come from a distance-Lula, Vera, and Paige, colleagues, and the
families whom I’ve had the privilege of impacting.
I am proud to have been a public school product and educator. As such, I am keenly
aware that the public schools represent the diversity in our society. For me, as a product of
the public schools, I know that they are the great equalizer because of the promise of equal
opportunity for all children. From the time I was in second grade. I’ve always wanted to be
an educator. I had a second grade teacher who had a profound impact upon my outlook
towards education. She embodied what I later came to have verbalized by one of my
graduate professors—that teachers are mind molders. As I have thought about the past
37years in education, that one statement has forced me to always be cognizant of the lives
that I’ve touched throughout my career and what impression I might leave on them.
When I came to Greenburgh, right out of college, I didn’t know that I was going to be in one
of the best districts in the country. I did know that I was at the beginning of the fulfillment of a
dream, and that was that I was going to be a teacher! I have vivid memories of my first
class—there was an incident that occurred that caused me to be called into the otfice of the
superintendent. I knew then that I would have to stand on principle or not be true to the
children or myself. The result of that experience has been my operating principle throughout
my career and life.
I applaud the Greenburgh Education Foundation for your efforts not only to raise money for
extending programs and projects, but for supporting the efforts of the teachers who desire to
provide the best for our students. Those who take the time to apply—whether they received
the grant or not are the risktakers who are on the front lines everyday to improve the lives of
the children who are the leaders of tomorrow. Being literate in one’s own field as well as
being a lifelong learner has been a driving force for me. I do know that education is the
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Figure 15. Dr. Webb’s Honoree Acceptance Speech (cont.)
great equalizer In this country and It has been proven over and over again, that education
cannot be taken away from you once you've attained it.
Having the opportunity to work over the 37 years with ail staff members—teachers, custodial,
administrators, clerical, etc. - people who were child advocates, who looked at children as
individuals and who relished the opportunity to rise to the challenges of the educational
mandates from the state or government by being inclusive of the staffs. It didn't mean that
we couldn’t agree to disagree, but that we could maintain our focus on the goal—what's
best for the children.
I have always viewed my seif as a teacher who happened also to be a principal because as
a building administrator, it was important to never lose sight of the fact that the real action in
a building happens in the classroom. I always operated under the philosophy that “none of
us is as smart as ali of us”--which served me well because I could always rely on the
collective wisdom and intelligence of the staff at the Lee F. Jackson School. I also knew that
when the adults in a building were nurtured, they did a better job of nurturing the children.
What a powerful group of colleagues I had. The most articulate, creative, well written and
outspoken group of individuals which reminded me of the earty days in Greenburgh when
divergent thinkers were welcomed and applauded for the contributions they made to the
growth and success of this district.
Greenburgh has always been a challenge. It has stretched those of us who have always
wanted to remain state of the art in education—not through an intuitive sense, but through a
research base of knowledge. The history of this district should be known to all who enter.
Greenburgh’s history reflects all that can be good about America—diversity, sensitivity,
culture awareness, etc. It is a microcosm of the country.
Finally, throughout my life, I have also always been guided by certain values and
principles—some of which I would like to share with you, to paraphrase Marian Wright
Edleman,
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Set goals and work quietly and systematically toward them
Never work just for money or for power
Don’t be afraid of taking risks or of being critized
Don’t forget your roots
Continue to be a life-long learner
Choose your friends wisely
Don’t forget who and whose you are

I thank you again.
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Praxis as Possibilities
After analyzing Dr. Webb in her own words, I return now to aspects of the
literature which will highlight the possibilities for teacher leadership. These
comments are grounded by Dr. Webb’s lived experience as she is the one who
has combined theory and practice to enact a life long praxis offering guiding
principles by her vision as a teacher.
First, the importance of relationships in Dr. Webb’s life informed her sense
of possibilities as a teacher leader. Her relationships are both between
individuals, among sub-groups or networks within the larger community as well
as a framework through which Dr. Webb understands her work and life—being
connected, in relationship to, other people. The supportive nature of inter- and
intra-generational conversation (Rogers & Babinski, 2002) as well as the
consistent working alongside more experienced individuals undergirds Dr.
Webb’s notion of a “relational self” (Gergen, 1999; Bakhtin, 1981). Across her
social positions, as a teacher, colleague, friend, sister and spouse, Dr. Webb
understands herself in relationship to others and the collective. Her deeply held
understanding, reinforced by the cultural particulars (See chapters two and three
for more detail) and the socializing norms of family and school traditions, is the
bedrock on which Dr. Webb built her own vision of teaching. Indeed, being in
relationships with those whom she teaches is a mode of operation that elicits the
effective teacher and accessible teacher leadership stance of “life-long learner.”
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Second, Dr. Webb’s specific understanding of individual vision informed
her senses of possibilities as a teacher leader. A strong and independent
individual, Dr. Webb does not see her strengths as separate from the collective
or the networks that comprise her community. Rather Dr. Webb draws strength
from the collective and the networks of her community in a way that parallels
Sherwin’s (1998) articulation of the autonomous person being grounded by their
integration into the larger whole. This shift of thinking from the collective as
burden to networks within a community forming a supportive, safety net if you
will, is paramount to understanding the possibilities Dr. Webb’s life work offers.
This type of shift requires both the community to have a sustaining ethos as well
as the individual’s rethinking of personal autonomy (Boreham, 2006) to include a
connectedness to the collective. The prospect from this research is precisely this
practiced understanding that Dr. Webb offers, affirming the relationship to others
(Kouzes & Posner, 2002) and the organization (Collins, 2007) which promotes
success.
What the successful enactment of a teaching vision can look like in the
culture of fear is a question that has pressed many veteran teachers into
retirement. The value of relationships between colleagues and the quality of the
relationship to the institution is ever-transforming. Given the teacher shortage it
is paramount that we articulate a kind of praxis that both supports a teacher’s
vision and the successful enactment of it.

In order to draw forth, and from, the

possibilities of teacher’s vision there needs to be an embracing of broader
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emotional and intellectual visions, those not limited by binary thinking.

As life

history research presumes, embracing the wealth of human particulars then there
is no need to be consumed by the fear of economic scarcity models (Freidman,
2003).

I am not saying that the consideration of economic forces is unimportant,

in fact to not give them serious consideration would be short sighted, however, to
give them sole consideration narrows the possibilities of our human creativity and
restricts us to our most primal, fear-based responses.
Throughout this chapter Dr. Webb made use of multiple knowledge bases,
drawing from each network a distinct body of knowledge and way of knowing.
Traditionally a professional grasps a determined body of knowledge that affirms
his/her status as a member of that particular profession.

Thus professional

knowledge is currency for status and consequently can act as a barrier
(Collins, 1990; Abbott;1988). Such professional or official knowledge creates a
barrier when possessors of this knowledge intentionally or unintentionally prevent
access to the knowledge and its accompanying status. One of the most effective
ways to prevent access is to start by limiting the scope of knowledge in part by
whose contributions will be recognized. Historically, any limiting of official
knowledge serves dominant groups. Dr. Webb repeatedly drew on her
knowledge and ways of knowing from one network and made use of it in another
network thus reducing the effects of limiting knowledge. Where someone limited
her access to knowledge, Dr. Webb drew information and knowledge from an
alternative source. For example, when the learning value was not shared with
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her as a teacher or a directive handed down from central leadership without
accompanying information as to how it would support the children in her building,
Dr. Webb would seek an answer through the alternative sources of the research
literature, other colleagues’ practice and the children, families and community
members themselves. By valuing multiple sources of information and seeing the
worth in a broad range of contributors to a body of knowledge informing decisions
Dr. Webb makes visible the possibilities of humane, democratic action (Apple,
2000).
The praxis enacted by Dr. Webb, who simultaneously embraced the
collective’s sustaining ethos while utilizing the multiplicity of networks and their
knowledge bases to adapt and transform (Eisner, 2006; Friedman, 2003) actions
in service of her inclusive, democratic (Lourde, 1997; Berlin; 1988) vision is made
palpable in this research. The implied need for teachers to possess the skills to
utilize multiple networks and knowledge bases has particular preservice and
inservice professional development implications not addressed explicitly in this
life history. That teachers as individuals can adapt and transform their focus and
actions to the rapidly changing needs of children, families, schools and
communities without losing sight of their vision is made overtly clear by this life
history research.
The merging of theory and practice to support teachers’ ability to hold their
own vision, understand that vision in relation to the larger educational collective
in order to see themselves as valuable contributors to the ways of knowing as
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well as the ever-adapting educational knowledge base may wei! foster the
required teachers we need in this new century. In the next chapter, the fostering
of teachers as teacher leaders and the second of the two large categories,
leading with integrity, will be presented through a continuation of the biographical
narrative and researcher comments.
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CHAPTER 5
A BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE OF DR. NETTIE WEBB:
LEADING WITH INTEGRITY
Introduction
This chapter addresses the second of the two distinct overarching
categories. This category, Leading with Integrity, addresses a separate
research question: How can this life history contribute to the understanding of
opportunities that support teachers in leadership roles? In this chapter, the sub¬
categories make visible the teaching and learning stance that grounds Dr.
Webb’s leadership. The interview data and documents presented here highlight
the essential and formative role of networks in the life of Dr. Webb.
The purpose of this chapter is to tell the story of Dr. Nettie Webb, a
teacher leader for thirty-seven (37) years in the same school community of
Greenburgh, New York. Dr. Nettie Webb emerged as a citizen, teacher and
teacher leader in the context of her community, cultural particulars and the
socializing influences of each network within her community (See Figure 3
Network Elements). The Greenburgh community was integrated before the 1954
decision of Brown versus the Board of Education. This community context was
one of both deliberate diversity and the embracing of the heterogeneity within
families, neighborhoods and the community.

The commitment and assumption

across three or more generations has been that each child has the capacity to
contribute and succeed.
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The particulars of Dr. Webb’s African American culture and religious faith
provide enduring clarity that her actions as an individual cannot be separated
from the collective. The integration of the individual with the community (defined
by race, religion, physical community, etc.) is not understood as an optional or
casual connection, rather as a bond or system within which everything else
occurs. Thus the notions of being an integral part of the collective and living
each day with personal integrity become cultural particulars that pervade all of
Dr. Webb’s personal and professional actions.
Finally, the significant but separate socializing influences that created the
current public school district forced the perpetuation of community commitments
between and among people of different racial, ethnic, religious and class
heritage. In 1947, the late Mrs. Ruth Warburg bequeathed her entire “country”
home and land to the public school district with the express wishes that all of the
children of Greenburgh have access to and complete a quality education. This
act of care and philanthropy which occurred nearly one hundred years after
public schooling in the area had begun, coincided with the larger community’s
valuing of all citizens’ contributions thus nesting the institutional school culture
within the larger community’s values.
In 1968, the New York Department of Education mandated the merger of
two smaller school districts, Greenburgh School District #8 and Hartsdale School
District # 7, for fiscal efficiency.

Dr. Nettie Webb was a second year teacher

taking part in this community transition.

This involuntary event forced dialogue
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and debate between two very different communities that inadvertently
perpetuated the embracing of each citizen’s contribution to the community.
Early Years in Greenburah
Within her first three years of teaching, Dr. Webb clearly became an
engaged teaching professional and was emerging as a teacher leader. As
someone able to stand her ground, she also displayed a willingness to take part
in the on-going dialogue about how best to serve all children. Her daily
experience with heterogeneous classes helped form her deep commitment to
heterogeneous grouping. The larger community provided a legacy of
commitment to integration, while the local circumstances at the time provided
opportunities that both encouraged her professionally and excited Dr. Webb
personally. In the following, we are able to see a young novice teacher who
already is clearly focusing her teaching on what is best for the children.
My first year [teaching I was] at Old Tarrytown Road School.
George was the principal there and being the new person on the block
with all of these experienced people [I was] really feeling very intimidated.
But also feeling...I have been chosen to teach and I knew that I would
work my fingers to the bone to do what was necessary to be successful.
When George came in and...he said to me, “You know, I know you
have been yelling a lot. What can I do to help you?” ...I would say he was
also the one to help me as far as the organization was concerned.
Because what he realized as we were going through...the [lesson] plans
[was that] I had tried to be so individualized that I was just disorganized.
He showed me how to group the children together and to really plan out
the activities that one group would be doing while I would be working with
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another. So that would help me to get a little bit more focused.

[As did]

working with a very supportive group of teachers who were very pleasant,
but also a challenge.
I remember my second year...in that school.... Each teacher was
responsible, or each class was responsible, for doing a bulletin board in
the hall.

I remember it was in December that I was due to have the

bulletin board. And so I spoke with the children and I said to them, “What
would you like to do?” Did I tell you this story? Oh well...
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
...of course, Greenburgh being the heterogeneous setting that it
was, there were Christian children and Jewish children.

So they [the

children] wanted a bulletin board, and we did a bulletin board, where we
had a Christmas scene and a Hanukkah scene. Well on the bulletin board
we had the tree and the menorah.

One of the Jewish teachers [in the

school] complained to the principal that I was mixing religious and pagan
symbols. So they wanted the bulletin board taken down. I said absolutely
no. And this was the second year [of my] teaching. I will never forget. I
said,

“Absolutely

not”.

I

said,

“This

is

something

the

children

wanted”...“and I do not know how to explain to them that [it must come
down].” I said, “We are not doing anything that is being anti one religion or
the other” ...anyhow, I ended up in the Superintendent’s office because of
that bulletin board.

I will never forget that.

It ended up on the

Superintendent’s level, yes. ...It was really something because I refused
to take it down...I said, “I had talked with the children about what they
wanted on the bulletin board”, and I said, “This was representative of both
of the faiths”.

...I remember saying, “We have not done anything”, and I

said, “And I am not going to upset these children and disappoint them”.
So that bulletin board stayed. That bulletin board stayed, it did not come
down. Now this was [as] a second year teacher, but I just knew this was
something that I had gotten input from those children about and I think
161

some of the other teachers were saying, “Yes Nettie!” It really caused like
a whole hubba-baloo in the school (laugh). ...[Then] it ended but, it ended
with me not taking that bulletin board down because this was important for
the children.
...the principal at the time...he had no backbone...that is probably
why it [the issue] ended up in the Superintendent’s office. Because had it
been George, George would have been able to really talk about what are
we really talking about here.

...That was big.

I will never forget that

one...[and] my feeling at that time was...because this was a class project,
I had a discussion with the children. Our responsibility is to do the bulletin
board out by the cafeteria. [I asked the children], “What do you think we
should do?” And they were really excited about it. Plus it was their work
[up on the bulletin board]. They had put all of that work into it.... It was
blue and white. I remember the blue and white paper for the snow. [As] I
was putting those things up, they were just so excited about their work.
How could I disappoint them? And how could I explain to them? Because
my whole position at that time was somebody would have to explain to the
children, because I was not.

I could not explain to them. I could not

[explain why their work would have to come down] ...Why? Why? And
here we are talking about appreciating each other’s differences and
similarities.

...How could I tell them “Those people think that it is not

right”. ...that was very important for me because my focus; what is
important for these children? What is important for the children? Not for
the adults, for the children.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
...the next year [in 1968-1969, my third year] was the merger year.
...when the merger occurred, there were a group of teachers who had to
go to these cottage meetings in preparation for the merger. A part of what
we had to do was to explain to the parents just what was this
heterogeneous grouping [was all about],
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...[The districts merging were]

going to be Greenburgh eight, which reaiiy had a very integrated
population with Greenburgh seven, which was Hartsdale, which was
practically all white.

We were meeting with the Hartsdale parents.

I

remember going to the meetings, and here again I was a young teacher,
but the parents were asking questions. I remember one father saying,
“You should be in the U.N. because you are so diplomatic.” [I was] really
explaining what were we talking about in terms of this individualized
instruction.
...some of the underlying questions..., which is an on-going
question, was, “Well, my child is bright and how is my child going to be
able to learn with these children who may not be as capable?” [In
response, we were] talking about the fact that we individualize and we
meet children on their levels. But what I am recognizing now is that the
language is really not concrete enough for parents, for lay parents. When
you say you are meeting [a] child, each child on his or her own level, what
does that mean?

So, I also realized that we have a lot to do in parent

education because we speak a lot of educational jargonese.

And what

may be level to me is not level for a person who may be in the building
trades....

(laughing) ...we [educators] have a responsibility to educate

parents and to speak in as concrete a way as we possibly can to help
them understand what we are talking about.

Because we do have a

language of our own, [speaking concretely] was very important because
they [the parents] really wanted to know and [understand].

(See Figure

16. September 25, 1969 Appointment Letter and Figure 17. June 1969
Parent, Child Communication to Teacher).
...I guess a part of my frustration with what is happening with
Greenburgh now [over thirty-five years later], and we have been saying [it]
over and over and over again, [is the lack of communication, especially
with the community]. We need to have more of these cottage meetings.
We need to spend some time talking to parents and helping them
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understand, what are we talking about?

We do not do that...[and] the

cottage meetings were meetings in the different civic groups [or]...a
meeting of the people in this particular community or area.

...an

opportunity, [where] teachers would go to answer questions about what is
this merger going to do for my child?
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
...the teachers union [was] getting volunteers to go [to the cottage
meetings]. As I am thinking now, yes I was a novice teacher out there with
the wolves (laugh). With other people just going out and saying, “Yes, I will
speak.” I must have felt fairly comfortable with what it was that I was
doing, but I also know that it was very important that there be an
integrated group of teachers going. So [that] it was not just all of the white
teachers. There needed be some of the black teachers as well, that was
the other part of it.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
It [Greenburgh] was integrated before the ‘54 Decision. And so
many of the families who were in [Greenbugh School District No.] eight
chose to be here because they wanted to have their children have an
integrated experience. ...Greenburgh was known all over the country
because they had made integration work.

Then the [New York] State

Education department said it was time for the districts to merge, because
seven was too small and eight was too small. [When faced with] mak[ing]
a centralized district, seven was the district that was saying, “Are we sure
this is what we should be doing?” ...but I do have to credit the leadership
with really coming up with that transition plan [which included the cottage
meetings].

...I think it helped tremendously.

Those parents who had

maybe some of the biggest concerns at least had an opportunity to have
some of those concerns addressed. ...you have to be willing to risk and
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Figure 16. September 25, 1969 Appointment Letter
Date
TO:

Riley, Nettie_

SCHOOL'

9/25/69

__

Hiahvlew__

This will acknowledge your communication regarding status of
training level and salary.
Any salary adjustments will be made on October 15 or March 15 retro¬
active to September 1 or February 1 respectively.
Below, you will find a specific response showing action taken.
Ad¬
ditional requests, as well as any necessary changes to the one repre¬
sented herein, must be submitted no later than several days prior to the
date of the regular meeting of the Board of Education in October or March,
in order to be able to be acted upon.
x

1.

Your status for salary purposes is changed
Degree
Credits
Step
Other
Sal ary

FROM
BA
10
4
Tenure

10
BA
27 (17 <S> $20)
4
T enure
$9,140

$ 8,800

2. Your papers are being returned for
_ a.
_____ b.

completion of part(s) checked.
clarification or further information as noted.

3. The courses completed and credits achieved do not qualify for
or require a salary adjustment, for the following reason.
A record of this additional training has been made in your
personnel file for future reference.
a.
b.
c.

4.

Your request cannot be acted upon at this time because
_ a.
_ b.
_ c.

5.

less than 6 pts. in courses directly related to your
immediate duty assignment.
less than 15 pts. in courses outside your immediate
duty assignment.
other:

transcripts not yet received (student copies acceptable)
evidence of change of degree not received.
request received too late (reapply at next date).

Other

165

Figure 17. June 1969 Parent, Child Communication to Teacher
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Figure 17. (continued) June 1969 Parent, Child Communication to Teacher
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you have to be willing to get out and do the kinds of things that are going
to help people understand where you are in the process.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
...I am sure, I was asked by the teachers in the building, but I [also]
made the commitment.

And I do not think that I went without any

nervousness. I am sure that I was nervous, but sitting in the meetings and
talking with the parents was very important. I was committed to doing it.
...we went out as teams, but for those meetings that I attended, it was
very important that we try to be as explicit as we possibly could in
explaining what this heterogeneous educational process was all about.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
A part of it [what my motivation was] may have been the fact that I
was asked, that may have been the primary thing. I knew that there was a
need for there to be representation across all cultural and ethnic lines.
And then [there was] the fact that I believed in it.

I believed in this

heterogeneous grouping after having taught [it], because it was doable. I
knew that it was [possible].

Because I had been doing it for two years,

after I had gotten organized and [was] helped by George, but it was
doable. It was not this task that could not be done by any of the teachers.
We [the teachers] were able to do what needed to be done.

We

absolutely were.
I was committed to this style of teaching. If you recall in our earlier
conversation, I had said when I was doing my student teaching in
Rochester, I did not know what I was going to do [in my classroom], but I
knew what I was not going to do.

So coming into this [heterogeneous,

Greenburgh] setting was absolutely incredible because...I knew what I
was going to do to make sure that these children had the opportunities
that they should have.... If you recall, in my student teaching [there was]
this one little boy who was just stagnating because his needs were not
being met. In this [heterogeneous] system, the children’s needs, whatever
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their levels, could be met. Now I am not saying that I was meeting all of
them, but they could be met because it allowed for that kind of
individuality, which was so critical as far as I was concerned.

...when I

was student teaching, just having [to see] kids stuck...[where] the
philosophy in Greenburgh was helping children to reach their potential.
Now...we do not know what the potential is but we have a responsibility to
move children along that continuum.

This is what was happening in

Greenburgh...
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
[In 1969, at the time of the merger], ... I had already spent two
years with a group of people who were really focused on doing this job [of
helping children reach their potential].
Robinson, who was a master teacher.

Looking at a person like a Clara
A[n incredible] master teacher.

And other people coming in[to Greenburgh after]...teaching five years in
Manhattan. ...really coming [up] with a gung-ho group of people who were
there to do a job and to work with those kids.

[I was] seeing some

fabulous things...[reinforcing] that learning is evolving and that children do
move at different paces. Some have big spirts, some have short.

In

hindsight, what I am realizing was happening [but I did not know] at the
time that I was going through it-

[I was] seeing that [the possibilities of

heterogeneous grouping] demonstrated.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
Also, having worked with a group of parents (See Figure 18.
September 1972 Appointment Letter and Figure 19. June 22, 1973 Parent
Communication to Teacher) who were so excited about what their children
were doing, and this was [true of] all parents. [But it is about] being open
enough. ...my second year, [there was] a little boy who was an incredible
reader. But all he wanted to do was read sports stories. His mother came
in to meet with me and she said, “I am so excited about him being here
and [I am] loving what you do.”
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She said, “But he needs to read

something else and I need you to get him to do that”.

Well, I really

appreciated that [she spoke about what her son needed].

Because she

was not coming to tell me to do my job, but that as a person who has an
influence on her son, I could help him move in another direction. ...having
that kind of open relationship with parents. And apparently early on, I did.
Early on I must have had a wonderful relationship with the parents of the
children in my classrooms because it was a good give and take. I do not
know whether they...felt that I was just really very enthusiastic about it
[teaching], but I know that this was something that I loved doing. I wanted
to do.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
...there was that kind of commitment [to relationships] across the
board because people were here [in Greenburgh], and I would say in
particularly Whites were here, because they chose to be. There were
some who deliberately moved to Greenburgh, not just whites, Blacks, as
well. Gladys Jones [whose son the school is named after], as a matter of
fact. When she and her husband researched where they would want their
children to go, they had heard about Greenburgh. You had people coming
to Greenburgh because this is where their children would be able to do
very well. And [also] in a really integrated setting. So at the point that I
had come into the district...the reputation had been well established. Well
established.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Two)
An Established Greenburgh Community Member
One of the strengths of Dr. Webb’s leadership is she seems to
inherently understand the power she can garner from her multiple subject
positions (See Chapter Two for fuller explanation).

In particular as teacher,

teacher leader and most effectively as principal she could tap support and own a
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Figure 18. September 1972 Appointment Letter
GREENBURGH CENTRAL SCHOOL DISTRICT NO. 7

TO:

Nettie Atkins

FROM:

JWhfSk # Ess
Administrative Intern
Director of Personnel

DATE:

September, 1972

It is our pleasure to welcome you back to school after a rest¬
ful and joyous summer vacation.
At this time we would like to advise you that your professional
position and salary status are established in our payroll as
fol1ows :
POSITION

3rd Grade teacher
Elementary - Highview

ACADEMIC PREPARATION
APPOINTMENT STATUS

_
T

STEP

CUMULATIVE SICK DAYS (Incl. 72-73)

TOTAL SALARY $ __
Each staff member is placed on the salary schedule according to
his/her status recorded above.
If you have any questions please
contact the Personnel Office.
Any salary credits not included
in the above salary figure may be applied for through the
Personnel Office using the enclosed salary credit adjustment form.
If you have qualified for a change of status and salary, advise
the Personnel Office.
Salary changes are not made automatically but must originate with
the teacher, by October 31 at the latest.
Requests must be
accompanied by transcripts or records for verification.
If there is no response from you regarding this memo, vie shall
assume its correctness.
As we begin the new academic year, an academic year with much
promise for progress, achievement, and success, we would like to
extend our best wishes to you.
"e would also like to invite you
to consult with the Personnel Office whenever you deem it necessary.
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Figure 19. June 22, 1973 Parent Communication to Teacher

tjum,
Ds^e-■\

/(■U/

LJCLt^f

^

(P <T~r<n*x
,

/ml
'i'kX

^ <(

74-

6 ^C
^

’j-1

O^J-P^x

c. it

C. /^T? rc'Cy^
t~iyy

A

c<k

^

>jv~?
'y

-»duj^c(

5^^ A C>W

£c 2A<^j •

^

X$<e?dZti<J~cjej ,

CVt\j

^

dO^v^ V

/W<V.

^v-

Cc'W^1*

evtA^^vC.

k di/top

‘fv-^

A
’ *Ui„ .

W6
'T*^t

fS

7 9 73

sfat-

hi
X

a.

,

o7~

/2-ut.

AjO

■'Jo<k^

^Ac^-Oj <? ^

Cun.‘V^'fLCtf-iv^ /eVc
L^ f(

,'4/

xa

x

^0 4 y

Ut
££

,&cCc-

£-

o/5

i Ss\^
iy<£<?

£JLLt-e^4
cJ-co^^t

AeS^ <& ^

all

U)iU

Cc.^/ ^

-to

«
^

^ - - •

^

/p4Uc.,-^c-^

y

«j

CJ c{ jG

<< S 1 v"\
^ A-

y/v

CaM ce^,

Ac

L f s 7",
^ **^'*'
>

4<?//

dL-4tt\*wT\ i

~~'' ’ (j

172

^
^

Ax
*-^~~

Figure 19. (continued) June 22, 1973 Parent Communication to Teacher
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speaking platform from her position as a tax-paying member of the Greenburgh
community. Where she may have been silenced by the constraints of a
professional role, she was ever able to advocate for what she understood to be in
the best interest of the children of Greenburgh. Beyond a convenient lobbying
stance, this reality positioned her as a community advocate, as someone who
could, unfailingly, represent the children and families of the community in which
she invested her personal and professional life force. In short, attempts to ignore
or silence her in one capacity/social location simply informed her need to speak
and act from an alternative capacity/social location. With the larger mission of
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benefiting all of Greenburgh’s children, this strategy moved beyond self-benefit or
mere networking in the political, shmoozing sense to acting on the credibility (See
Chapter Five for fuller findings) of her place in a given network and on behalf of
the collective vision shaped and held by those in the network.
Actually I think they [the old guard of Greenburgh] would think of
me [as] from Greenburgh because for the past 38 years, 39 years, I have
been a part of Greenburgh. They would not even see me as being from
White Plains because they do not know that history.
Greenburgh] is going back to 1966.

My [history in

So most of the old guard would be

considered my contemporaries.
...the multiple generations [of families] have come through during
my time. ...I would know the grandparents as parents [from my early years
of teaching] because now I could be a grandmother to some of the
children coming through....

I knew their parents, and their parents’

parents...that is where the generational connection is made.
...Greenburgh was really in its prime around the time that I came in
because they had had such a success with this integrated education.
Even reading the history of the Princeton Plan ^footnote, which is what
caused the schools to be integrated...[in the first place and made] sure
that there were no neighborhood boundaries. [The 1969 district merger of
Greenburgh and Hartsdale], it did create a new Greenburgh. And going
back to the cottage meetings, that was well planned and well thought out
and for years it seemed to work very well until you begin to start changing
your leadership and...the teaching staffs.

There is an assumption that

those coming in have an understanding of the history, and they do not.
And I forget that saying..., “Those who do not know their history are
doomed to fail...
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
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...Well that [those who do not know their history are doomed to fail
and to repeat it] I think is what has happened to Greenburgh because
there was not the same mechanism in- place to continue to re-educate
those who were coming in.

Not only your teaching staff, but also your

community because as children grew up, ...graduated from high school,
moved on to college you had newer families coming in who did not have
the history of Greenburgh wonder[ing] what in the world is going on. I do
not fault them at all because that is the responsibility of the educators to
explain what is it that we are doing.
[heterogeneous grouping]?

Even

just

And why are we doing it
documenting

or

having

an

opportunity for there to be some outreach to the different communities.
What began to happen - you had some parents saying, “Well my child is
gifted” and so this whole gifted education piece came in.

I think that was

the beginning of where there really was a flight, a beginning of some flight
from the district that [stemmed from parents thinking], “My child is bright,
my child is not being challenged.” It was not just white flight, it was black
middle class flight as well.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...the major part [of incorporating new information and people, while
acknowledging the history] is the responsibility of the leadership. When I
think about...being principal at Lee F. Jackson School, it was easy enough
for me to articulate what the vision was..., however, you had new
administrators come into the district who did not have that history nor did
they necessarily have that commitment to what we would consider true
heterogeneous grouping. They could not advocate I guess as strongly as
I could [for] what needed to be done or what was being done.... That is a
very big factor.

Yes.

And I have often thought, now after leaving the

principalship, “Was there more that I could have done [to advocate for
heterogeneous grouping]?” But I also was trying to manage the building
that I was assigned to....

And the communication that occurred on the
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administrative level was so disjointed from the ultimate leadership. If you
do not have your building principals talking and articulating and you have
your staffs...[playing the] placing the blame game. [For example,] if they
[the children] do not come to second grade prepared, it is the fault of the
[first grade teachers]....

Then [in] the kindergarten, well, it is the pre-

schools fault]. Pretty soon we are just blaming right up on to the womb,
“Why were they born anyhow?”

And that is what it comes down

to...because we could [and can] always find fault with what was not
happening instead of looking at what was happening and try to move
forward from there. Yes, that was one of the biggest things and I do not
think we, and I am saying we, the generic we in education, really spend
enough time looking at what is [that will move us forward].
I remember one of the superintendent day conference speakers
saying

something,

which...helped

necessary when talking to staff.

me to kind

of frame what was

He said, “It is not that what we were

doing before is not good, it is just not good enough for today.” Which says
we used all of the knowledge that we had before, but now we have been
informed by some more information so we should be able to move forward
from where we were. It was not placing blame because the research was
such that we were doing “x,” but now we found out some more
information. Let us see if we cannot begin to incorporate that. Instead of
saying, “Oh, what you are doing is terrible.
really putting people down.

It is not going to work.” and

But really giving acknowledgement to what

has happened and also recognizing that there are some other things we
can do to make it better. The collective “we”.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
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“What are We in Education For But to Help Educate the Children”
Stated with a clarity in the following interview data like nowhere else, Dr.
Webb articulates her operational understanding of both how and why you spend
every day of your life for thirty-seven years, and beyond, as an educator, as a
child advocate, as a contributing member of multiple networks that improve your
larger community (See Figure 20. March 1978 Personal Communication).
...what are we in education for but to help educate children. They are our
primary...client. ...For me, it has never been education for education sake
but to help children. Education is supposed to be, it is my own philosophy,
“Education is the conduit into society”. Well, we have children who need
some of the socialization that will help them become productive citizens.
...productive in the way in which they are going to be able to feel that they
are making a contribution. I think that we all have a responsibility to, and I
have said this before, to give back. To give back.

We are here on this

earth for a purpose, every one of us. Well, a part of that purpose is also to
give back that which was given to you. It is not to be self-centered...it is
not, “I”, “I”, “I”.

No man is an island.

We are here for each other, to

support each other and so being [part of] the greater good is to help share
with children what that giving is all about.

It is helping the children to

become productive citizens ...we are not dealing with just a head. We are
dealing with the whole person.

...we are dealing with feelings, we are

teaching sharing, we are teaching all of these things.
intellectual knowledge that is going in.

It is not just the

But what is that intellectual

knowledge allowing you to do and to be and how is that helping you to
become a whole person.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
But that is a part of the articulation that we needed to have as
educators, so that we were on the same page when we were talking.
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....that goes back for me to teachers being very isolated and not having
the opportunity to talk about, “What are we really talking about?”.

And

how do we convey that to a lay public? ...that
Figure 20. March 1978 Personal Communication
March 1978

Dear Mr. Westerly,
I wish to express my appreciation for the humanistic
way in which Ms. Nettie Atkins does "more than" her job.
Besides being a fine reading consultant, she is available
whenever help is needed.
Recently, I expressed concern over a student in my class.
Ms. Atkins immediately arranged a meeting with his former
teacher.
later Ms. Atkins sat and listened while the child
and I talked.
She, acting as a third party, was able to focus
in on the problem and guide the child to a better understand¬
ing of himself.
Ms. Atkins always seems to have the time to discuss ways
to help students and teachers.
Materials are received within
minutes of their request.
New entrants are book tested the
day they arrive.
She helps make a difficult job easier, more gratifying
and less frustrating.
She is a true professional as well as
a sensitive human being.I am proud and pleased to be able to
work on the Juniper Kill Staff with her.
incerely,

Nettie Atkins
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to me was, and still is, absolutely necessary. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview
Three)

That is going to be the big thing as far as public education is

concerned- if we plan to keep public education.

Who Ever Said This Was Going To Be Easy?
This biographical narrative would not be complete if I did not include
reference to the challenges that life and leadership have brought (See Chapter
Five for a different slice of the data addressing, Who ever said this was going to
be easy?). Throughout the eleven (11) interviews, Dr. Webb spoke of the
challenges that arose for her and how she managed them, all pertinent
information for what may foster and sustain current and future teacher leaders. I
have divided these personal trials and professional adventures under the
following four headings; (a) No Choice But to Lead, (b) Some Dilemmas and
Frustrations, (c) Importance of Not Personalizing and (d) Those Who Really
Pushed My Buttons.
In the first section, “No Choice But To Lead,” we see examples of how
there have been both external demands and internal motivators for Dr. Webb’s
leadership. In “Some Dilemmas and Frustrations” we hear Dr. Webb once again
grappling with the isolation of leadership. Our empathy is tapped as we hear her
dealing with less able or willing colleagues, in particular “superiors” who stifled
the direction of her leadership.

Dr. Webb asserts that the emotional neediness

of some require self-assessment to foster action.
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As Dr. Webb continues in “Importance of Not Personalizing,” she makes a
clear distinction between personal and professional dilemmas. And while she is
steadied by her own understanding of what is important for young children, she
acknowledges that her clarity does not eliminate the painful trails of leadership.
She names the credibility (See Chapter five of full account) that comes from the
integrity of her own actions over time but ultimately points to the dignity she has
shown others over the years. Dr. Webb extends this idea by making essential
the need to humanize her own decisions with empathy for others. Finally, she
openly and honestly shares her own rare, but utterly human, moments as she
discusses “Those Who Really Pushed My Buttons”
No Choice But To Lead
I think about my time on the National Board [for Professional
Teaching Standards from 1989 through 1995].

...We were three major

sub-committees...and I was named the co-chair of one of them. ...We
would have our working group and each working group chair was to report
to the larger [combined] session some of the deliberations [from each
major sub-committee]. The chair would be on his way out of the building
and he would say to me, “Nettie, I have to leave. You have to make the
report”. Now, I did not have a choice. I had to lead at that particular time.
And then I began to figure out his little game so (laugh) I would always get
myself prepared to report.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...I have been in enough leadership positions and I have also
critiqued other people’s leadership. ...that is the arrogance, I have
critiqued. ...I have said that I can do better...I know I can do better than
that. But sometimes it is easier to criticize. I do know that I can do better
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than some...I just do. I do! And I do not like some of what I see so here is
the question, “ What are you going to do? Are you going to sit back and
be like everybody else? Criticize? Criticize! Criticize or are you going to
do something about it?” Because that is the choice. That is the choice
you have.
Some Dilemmas and Frustrations
...I think we need to be able to do some self-assessment. We know
where we are lacking..., then that is something we ought to work on.
Many teachers...know what their strengths and their weaknesses are...the
biggest challenge is acting on those. Really acting on those. ...I am sick
and tired of armchair intellectuals.

I am.

...people spend a lot of time

spinning their wheels...(laugh) like...the politician, a good spin job. There
is a lot that can be done.some [of the] armchair intellectuals are those
people who sit around the administrative table and we can talk and talk
and talk about nothing in particular and come away with no plan of action.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
Some [of the] armchair intellectuals are...on the teacher level.
[There are those] who will talk about and bemoan everything that is not
happening.

But will not come up with a solution.

And if you offer a

solution they can poo-poo it, “ Oh, that is not going to work.”

These

people who have the “I tried that, oh, I tried that” [attitude]. ...I call them
armchair intellectuals because they are people who are supposed to be
intelligent.

But they are sitting on their little duffs and (laugh) sitting in a

chair...and talking] for hours. But what in the world are you doing? I do
not want to spend my time with people like that. I had to when I was on
the administrative council (laugh) and I was so absolutely frustrated
because I said, “Oh just to sit here and listen to this.” ...much more could
have happened. Much more. You just have to have the kind of leadership
that is going to move you in that direction.
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You also have to know how to ask the question. ...[a] perfect
example is when we [the administrative leadership] were talking about...
what should be the priority of the district? Well you know you cannot do
5000 things. But let us take one area and...give it our all. If you [could]
get a central administration to agree that we will lock in this year and look
at this particular area so that we really would be able to...,across the
board...,make a difference.

But we [the administrative leadership] have

not been able to do that. ...We are so diffuse in whatever it is that we are
doing, we are trying to deal with all of these issues and problems at the
same time.
...[The administrative council, which was the building principals and
central administrators, was] frustrating because it seemed like we did not
spend our time productively.

Our meetings very often were...each of

us...reporting] on what was happening in our schools. ...when each of us
had to do a monthly report, would it not have been easy to make a copy of
those monthly reports and disseminate them to the principals? We never
got to talk about the real issues.

We had our test scores-supposedly

terrible. Well instead of talking about what are we going to do? How do
we begin to start dealing with this issue, as a district? ...we ended up with
everyone sitting there like, “Oh God, how much longer?” I was watching
my watch, how much longer do we have to sit here? ...We never got to
the substantive issues that we needed to collectively talk about as the socalled educational leaders in the district. We just did not do that. So there
was no way to really move forward as far as the administrative leadership
was concerned.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
[In the last few years of the principalship, standardized testing in
first grade] was the battle.

And I think it will continue to be the battle if

informed voices continue to be raised....

But...not Oust] the educators, it

has to be the parents as well. That is a part of...the responsibility of the
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educational] leaders.it depends upon how informed our educational
leaders are because some of them are “Yes...let us just go ahead and do
this because....” ...the easy way out is to say “Yes, let us look at all of
these numbers...” without looking at the bigger picture...[and asking]
where did these numbers come from. How in the world can you judge a
child, a system, on scores?
...There is a fear that there is no accountability. Accountability can
come in many different forms. And we get stuck in the one form because
it is the easiest...to spout off numbers. “We have got 5 million blah, blah,
blah”...that is really very impressive. But when you begin to start
unpacking that [information], what do those numbers really mean? What
do they mean? How many are included?
What was very powerful for me was one year when the second
grade building accused the Jackson school of sending sixty percent or
seventy percent of the children [on to second grade as] non-readers,
below the whatever percentile. We said, “Okay fine”. And this is where
we first started using the word disaggregated the data. We disaggregated
that data. Was that an eye-openner. When we started looking at, “okay,
what does this percentage represent?” it represented children who were
brand new to the building, who had not even been through the Jackson
school.

It represented children...yes, who had been designated learning

disabled. It represented children who had entered the Jackson school in
the first grade..., it represented children who were ESL students.

So

when we really broke it down and found out that...only maybe a third of
the children really fit into that below the 50th percentile.

Truly. ...let us

really look more closely at what we are talking about”. But it has taken a
while to move from just having that flat figure to really saying, “Well what
do these figures represent?”
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)
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...I think sharing that information with the community would have
been very helpful because...it was not all terrible [in the district]. Here is
a[nother] perfect example. When the fourth grade ELA [English Language
Arts] tests were given, supposedly the district had done very poorly. But
then we said, “Well wait a minute. What do those numbers really mean?”
The principal of the fourth grade school said, “We disaggregated the
scores. The children who had been in the district from kindergarten were
not the failures on the fourth grade ELA”. Children who had come new to
the district maybe in second and third grade were the ones who were
having difficulty. ...that says something about a program that maybe you
need

to

start...not

placing

blame

[across

the

district].

Let

us

start...targeting some things. But we never got to that. You know what the
response was? “Oh no, these are all of our children. We have to provide
for them”. We are saying provide for them.... let us...look [at what] needs
to happen for the children who maybe new to the district, who have not
had the same foundational [beginnings] that our kids have had.

...I was

saying it along, with some other people, “Let us do this” but it fell on deaf
ears.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Six)

The Importance Of Not Personalizing
...I have had to do that [document someone out]...three or four or five
times over the twelve years [as principal]. [By] what I was able to do in the
documentation and...maybe in my interaction with the teachers, there was
only one [teacher] who was really...argumentative in terms of what it was
that needed to be done. When you are asking a person not to come back,
or if a person has to retire, it is important for them...to have their dignity.
But also [important] for them to recognize that they are still in a
school environment. ...They could go to their colleagues and really rip me
up and down, and it was okay. And I knew that that would happen. They
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needed to have a place to vent.

! know that they were doing

that...because do not forget I was a teacher for twenty-five years, (laugh)
I knew the territory. I was a part of that group that would do some of the
talking about the principal and tearing down what that principal was and
was not doing. ... when I was a teacher I was just as vociferous...(laugh)
as the others talking about the principal. Teachers have to have a safe
place...to go. And that was another one of the reasons why I rarely went
into the teachers room [when I was principal] because I knew that was a
place where you had to be able to vent.

People have to vent. There is

nothing wrong with that. And I also knew that colleagues would vent, one
to the other [but]...sometimes the person who was doing the listening
might not necessarily agree with the person that is venting.

But again

colleague-to-colleague...that was important for them to be able to do it.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
...I understood that was necessary for the teachers to be able to do and
not to personalize it. ...I think that was the other part that was important for
me.

Not to personalize what I knew was an attack on my character

and...on me as the principal. ...I knew that what I, at least I felt that what I
was doing was the right thing for the children.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)

Those Who Really Pushed My Buttons
...There were a couple [of people] who pushed my buttons where I
did have a knee jerk reaction. ...one of the assistant superintendents who
was absolutely rude and pushed my button.

By pushing my button, I

mean, where I kind of blasted a person. And that is out of character for
me...but was a knee jerk [reaction]. ...I remember even raising my voice.
I am not that kind of person to raise a voice, but I just had it. Moved from
below... You never know what anybody is going to say, but s/he was just
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so inappropriate, it...ha[d] to be dealt with right...[then].

It was maybe a

two-minute kind of response, but he knew it was serious.
...[Then there was] a parent who was very rude to one of the
secretaries. I intervened and she turned around and told me to go to hell
and I told her that you are not going to speak to me that way. And I said,
“You really need to leave”. Well she leaves, she goes down the hall, and
then she yells back, “Go to hell”, and I said to her, “You need to leave”.
Well, she comes running back down the hall like she was going to hit me.
I guess she thought I was going to run into the office. Well, I just stood
there because I really was going to wait for her to see what she was going
to do and I remember saying to one of the teachers..., “Had she hit me I
would have forgotten that I was a professional and I would have hit her
back.” Because she was coming into my space (laugh).

...that was one

of those instances where it was a button that was pushed. But I was not
going to turn and run because that really would have been what she would
have wanted. And I was not afraid...I was just going to stand there. But I
was so livid with the fact that she would have the audacity to stand and
yell and tell me to go to hell, (laughing). ...That was an experience.
...I remember hanging up on a parent one time who was very angry
and hostile on the phone and I said, “I am really not going to listen to your
screaming and yelling”. And I hung up on her. So she called back, “No” I
said to the secretaries, “She may come [to the school]. I will be in my
office, but I will not speak to her with that tone”. And sure enough she did
come to the school and I will never forget, I was sitting at my table and she
came to the door and I said to her, “Please come in.” And she said, “No, I
do not think I should come in because I do not think it would be safe”. So
we had our conversation [with] me sitting in the chair [and] her standing at
the door. By the time our conversation was over, she had calmed down,
and we ended up having a laugh about the thing that she was so irate
about. ...there are just those few times when I have really been very
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angry, and had that knee jerk reaction. But those have been few and far
between.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)

Passionate About Education and What a Difference It Can Make
In a clear validation of her own life history, Dr. Webb not only speaks
briefly and compellingly to the in-school and out of school education she
experienced as a child growing up, but the benefits and privileges she now
knows as a successful, happy adult that have resulted from her investment in
education. In this small excerpt of data, the passion in her conviction as a
teacher, as an educator is only rivaled by the pain of the idea of lost contributions
and untapped potential of so many incarcerated youth.
I have always been very passionate about it because I know that
education for me made a difference. ...I always thought of it, education as
the conduit into the larger society. You get an education...and the world
just opens up to you.

...And it crosses all economic levels. That to me

was so important.
...you can make a difference as a teacher, you can make a
difference.

Teachers make differences in lives.

Passionate about

education. About education and how important...it is in everyone’s lives.
You know it is really tragic thinking about some of the young men who are
incarcerated. ...many of them had not learned how to read early on and
what did they do? They acted out. So what do they do when they get into
jail?

They became college graduates because they were a captive

audience.

Why do they have to get to that point? Why? Why do they

have to get to that point?
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
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Leadership and Teaching
The drawing forth of confidence to act based on her own knowledge of
children, adults, teaching and learning is movingly captured in this stretch of
interview data. Dr. Webb’s awareness of employing relational strategies that
perpetuate the dignity and excitement of children and adults alike as a method of
an effective educator is palpable. Through the bizarre and trying events that only
the real daily work of classroom and school can bring we are able to see how Dr.
Webb maintains her centeredness through an integrated application of wit,
wisdom and, sometimes in a crisis moment, winging it to the best of her ability.
The demand for thinking on one’s feet, for doing your best in the moments of
truth (which for those teachers and parents who work daily with children know
come at least hourly) is the demarcation of a great teacher and of a great leader.
... there is the textbook description of what leadership is but for me,
leadership is having the ability to tap into the resources that are available
to you.a very strong ability to work with people..., all people, [and] to
really recognize the good in all people. ...[For example] in the classroom,
there are some children that you have a very easy time with but...you
really have to learn how to work with that child who might be the most
difficult. Because that is a part of your responsibility as well. The
leadership part for me was really learning how to nurture...all of those
personalities so... that staff really would be able to work cohesively
together, which...is certainly going to impact what happens with children.
The adults have to be nurtured as well as the children, no question. We
are all human. I found that helping to nurture the staff allowed me to
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propose some things that might have been...in opposition to what peoples’
beliefs were as far as some programs. But, at least there was the
opportunity for there to be some open dialogue...that is necessary. And to
be receptive to hearing, to be able to agree to disagree (laugh) without
there being the fear...[of] retribution or consequences [for] people being
able to speak their minds.
Not that I necessarily agreed, or wanted to hear what everybody
said, but...it was important to at least be able to provide an atmosphere
that people would feel comfortable taking risks in.

That to me is also a

part of what leadership is, to provide an atmosphere. The Education
Research and Dissemination Project was to provide an environment in
which children could learn.

I translated that to the principalship.

...leadership [is] to provide an atmosphere in which adults would be able
to take the risks [even] to make a mistake, which is what we want children
[to do, to] try it, just try. ...having the environment that would allow people
to step out. Try this that you have a passion about because I know if a
person has a passion about something, they are going to make it work....
So why would I not want to provide that environment?

..if a person is

coming up with something...new [or] unique...it provides an opportunity for
people to be committed to their own growth, their own professional growth.
[Leadership] to that end for me would be always to provide (laugh)
an environment in which children would be able to thrive, because if
teachers...are not encouraged to thrive, then how do you encourage
children to thrive? How do you encourage children to try?

And say, “it is

okay if you make a mistake” if you are afraid to make a mistake. How do
you provide that kind of environment in your own classroom if you are
always looking over your shoulder [wondering], “Who is watching?”
...Because teachers are so isolated, you begin to second guess yourself.
I know that is what happened with me when I was in the classroom and it
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was not until I came out of the classroom and had an opportunity to look in
other classrooms [that I understood what was happening.]
I would often say to the teachers as principal [or] as language arts
coordinator..., “I am going to take this [idea or strategy] to another class, I
think this is absolutely fantastic.”

Because it opens up teaching...the

expertise was right there [in the school]. And I think people began to feel
good about what they were doing, that it was not, “I just do this.” But, “Yes,
you are doing this and your colleagues would be able to benefit from some
of this so...share it...” ...That kind of collegial interaction that was so
important.
...when I first moved into the reading position, it was hard. I really
missed the day to day contact with the children.... I really had withdrawal
pains because it was so completely different...none of the children were
mine, which is what they were when I was in the classroom.

But then I

began to realize that I was reaching far more children than the twenty that
I was responsible for when I had my own class.

So moving into the

principalship, since I had already had that intermediate step, this was
really an opportunity to reach far more children than I would ever have
reached in a classroom. ...I knew then that here would be the opportunity
to impact not just all of the children, but all of the teachers as well.

So

building up that school environment was really like building up a classroom
environment with all of the diverse personalities (laugh).... And pulling the
parents in...for me, it became like a huge classroom. ...All of the different
personalities, the teachers, then the children and their families, we really
became a wonderful community.

(See Figure 21. December 10, 1982

Personal Communication)
[The scope as the principal] just was bigger.

Much bigger.

(Laughter) ...Yes. The same kind of thing that I had to do as a teacher, [I
did as a principal].

I became a mediator.

...I became a confidant.

became a lawyer in a sense...a social worker.
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I

All of these... roles that

you play as a teacher with your children [I now played as principal with the
teachers, children and their families.]

...And there were a lot of

challenges, no question. I may not have teen teaching a child to read as I
might have been in my classroom, but I might have been helping a teacher
to become a better teacher because of strategies...shared.

...the

leadership role was still a teaching role.

...the

A major teaching role.

principal is supposed to be defined as the instructional leader. Yes. And
that is why I have always said, “I am a teacher who happens to be a
principal...because I am a teacher first.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...for me to teach means to share.

Not to impose but really to

share because in the sharing I am learning as well as the other people.
That is one of the ways that I have always proceeded...[with] the whole
idea of being a lifelong learner. That is critical....

[In] that whole needs

hierarchy, I never felt self-actualized because then if I did, it was time for
me to really leave. I considered myself always on that learning continuum.
And really when you think of all of the people in the [Lee F. Jackson
School] building, every one is coming with different backgrounds and
different perceptions and ideas. The ability to harness those [difference] in
a way that would continue to make things even better was really very
important. That is where the whole work ethic...to strive, to keep doing
and to keep improving [comes in].
When I would have conversations with the [Lee F. Jackson School]
reading teacher, I would say, “Gee, I think we have kind of solved the
reading problem.

...we have this in place and that in place.” Then there

was always something else that popped up. “Well then, we can do this”.
There was never an end and there was always a quest to...make it even
better. And so we continued to push ahead and push ahead. I think that
is one of the reasons why Jackson [School] enjoyed the reputation [it had],
because everybody was on the same page as far as moving forward was
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Figure 21. December 10, 1982 Personal Communication

Superint endent
Greenburgh Central School District No.7
475 West Hartsdale Ave.
Hartsdale, N.Y.
10530
Dear Dr.
This letter is to inform you of the excellent manner
in which Mrs. Nettie Atkins Webb, a teacher on your
faculty, represented your school district at the 16th
annual conference of the N.Y. State Reading Association
in November.
Mrs. Webb was one of four of us who presented a 2-day
pre-conference institute on a system of screening,
referral, diagnosis, placement and remediation of dis¬
abled pupils, and screening only for gifted pupils.
Mrs. Webb has been consulting with me and using my work
in your district since 1976. She is a diligent seeker
of better ways to improve our profession.
I have enjoyed working with Mrs. Webb and have profited
from my association with her.
Sincerely yours $

New Paltz, NY

copy to:

Principal
Mrs. Nettie Webb

€<
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concerned.

And not resting on [our reputation, rather saying], “Yes, we

have this reputation and we are going to maintain it because of what we
do. And there is no question about what we do and where we stand.”
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three) (See Figure 22. January 10, 1991
Personal Communication)
[After twenty-five years of teaching, my first year]...when I became
principal of the Highview School, I was in culture shock.

I remember

walking with my friend Edith, and we talk about it even to this day, saying
to her, “Oh gee Edith, I am going to be principal of the school. What am I
going to do all day?”

I had already pre-planned, “Oh I could spend an

hour in this classroom, an hour in that classroom. Because what am I
going to do all day?” Well (laugh), when I became principal I was literally
in culture shock. I had no idea. I do not think many teachers have an idea
as to what the principal does because when you see a principal walking
through the halls without anything in his or her hands you really think that
person is idle. I remember saying..., “I have this whole day.

How will I

spend my time?”
My first year as principal...there was one major incident that just
had me reeling. There was a teacher who was going to be absent in the
afternoon and we had called the sub service.

The sub service sent a

person who was legally blind with a seeing-eye dog. Now the teacher who
was going to be absent taught first grade. So the sub comes in with her
seeing-eye dog, the secretary calls me and says, “The sub is here ready
to go into the classroom.” I go into the office and I meet with this young
lady who tells me that she knows her rights. She has every right to be in
that classroom. I am saying to myself, [because] I am really at a loss,
“What in the world do I do?”

I have this obligation to this classroom of

children. And I also know legally this woman has me, she really has me. I

193

a

SYRACUSE

School of Education
Reading and Language Arts Center

Figure 22. January 10, 1991 Personal Communication
January 10,1991

Superintendent
Greenburgh Central Sch. # 7
475 West Hartsdale Avenue
Hartsdale, NY 10530

Dear Dr.
We are writing to let you know that a member of your faculty. Dr. Nettie B.
Webb, has been nominated to the editorial board for the National Reading
Conference Yearbook. Dr. Webb has graciously agreed to serve in this
position. The National Reading Conference is the only national organization
devoted solely to research on literacy. The National Reading Conference
Yearbook contains refereed articles from research presentations at each year's
conference.
As co-editors, we are fortunate to be able to draw upon Dr. Webb's expertise as
a leading researcher in literacy. Dr. Webb will contribute in a central way to
the quality of this year’s yearbook.
Having Dr. Webb on your faculty speaks highly of the leadership provided by
your institution in literacy research. We thought you would appreciate
knowing of Dr. Webb's contributions.

Charles K. Kinzer
Vanderbilt University
Co-editor

Co-editor

170 Huntington Hall | Syracuse, New York 13244-2340 | 315-443-4755 | FAX 315-443-5732
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call the Assistant Superintendent’s office to say, “Got a problem. Have a
sub...with her seeing eye dog.” And s/he says to me, “Nettie, if you want
to go to the mat do not let her go into that classroom, but legally she can
be there”. And you know what I thought? I have many other things that I
need to go to the mat for so I am going to put her in that classroom.
I put her in the classroom with a teaching assistant. Fortunately, [in
that building] all of the classrooms lead to the out of doors so if there was
a fire...and of course there would be the teaching assistant there as well.
The teacher of the [first grade] classroom had left plans that she wanted
followed. The sub came in with her own plans saying, “I have things that I
can do”. ...[We] go into the class and she has her dog, well (laugh) one
little boy jumps up on top of the table, “I am allergic to dogs!” And the kids
start getting hysterical. I said, “Oh my God” (laughter). Up on the table,
on the desk he gets! We get the children settled down and I said, “...The
teaching assistant will be here with you for the afternoon.” And I had said
to the teaching assistant, “Do not leave this room at all”. ...But that was
just one instance...the Highview School has a wall of windows that
overlook the gym.

I just remember walking down the hall leaning on the

(laughter) windows saying, “What have I gotten myself into?”
My dissertation advisor had said to me, when I told him that I was
going to be a principal, he said, “You are jumping from the frying pan into
the fire”. ...it was literally culture shock. Needless to say, my days were
filled. There was no such thing as going into a classroom for an hour [or
an] hour and a half, because there were so many things that were going
on.

...and I then also had a different perspective on what a principal

does....

But I was not aware of that [before my first year in the

principalship]. I was not aware of that at all.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
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The following year, ...I was able to really be where my first love
was,

which

was

the

primary

grades.

[Before

the

reorganization]...Highview [School] was a K-3 school, Juniper Hill was a
K-3 school.

There was competition between those two schools to the

point where it almost became racial. ...the word was, “Well Juniper is the
black school and Highview is the white school,” which was not true
because the two principals always worked together when kindergarten
registration

came

about

to

make

sure

there

was

an

equal

[representation]....
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...in [1991, the new superintendent made] an attempt to cut down
the competition between the two schools.

...the re-design was to make

Juniper Hill [School all] K-1, Highview [School all] 2-3...it was really
necessary to...cut down the competition but [it was done] in such a way
that it did not allow for there to be the communication between the two
schools. ...I approached the Superintendent.

I wanted to meet with the

Highview [School] staff to really talk about it [the competition] because I
said, “First of all, there are tales being told out of school and they are not
true.” ...“And it is also...a form of insubordination for people to be talking
about their colleagues in such a denigrating way”...here were second
grade teachers talking about what the first grade teachers were not doing.
The [community] competition was not diminished. As a matter of fact, I
think it increased even more, [particularly between the schools].
There was a real attempt on the part of those who were moving into
Juniper [School] to become a cohesive staff. Everybody met together and
plotted out where should these classes be...[agreeing] we should not have
all of the Highview teachers together and all of the Juniper Hill teachers
together. There really was a major effort to really integrate the two staffs
[of kindergarten and first grade teachers]. ...it was really important. A lot
of planning had gone on. ...do not forget that I had already gone through
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re-organization.

We had had the cottage meetings. We had had an

opportunity for some real discussion.

[In this re-design] Highview was

getting a new principal and [she] came with her own views of the way a
school should be run.
principals word is....

[She] came from North Carolina where the

In many of your southern schools...[they] do not

have unions...the principal is power. All power.

No matter what. ...My

background was I came from a union, I understood just exactly what the
union’s mission was. You have another principal coming in who feels that
“I am the principal”.

...so there was some bumping heads there [in

leadership style] as well.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...1995 was the year that I took the administrative leave. And I took
that administrative leave because I really was bordering on burnout. I was
absolutely exhausted because it was a big, it was a huge job. And I had
never taken a year off from the time I started teaching, so I was teaching
straight from 1966 to 1994.

That was a lot.

It was a lot.

And the

principalship was for me all-consuming. I felt I had to be everywhere all
the time, ...especially with a larger plant. Highview was a smaller school
so even walking around the Juniper Hill School [was] physically
exhausting. And then of course, when the population started to increase
and increase and increase and increase and trying to find a way of
accommodating that growth....

We were really quite excited about the

growth because it really spoke to how we were perceived as far as the
community was concerned and they definitely wanted their children there.
Good Leader. Good Follower
In this section, Dr. Webb articulates the importance of information gleaned
from a follower’s perspective. She notes the contrasting responsibilities and
expectations and then explicates the ideas of a “good” leader. At the end of this
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section, Dr. Webb names her own impatience and increased sense of urgency
for action. Yet, her urge for activity is balanced with clarity for substantive
change. As she is speaking, it becomes evident that her husband Fess’ death
has fostered a level of reflection that this life story might otherwise have lacked.
Another professional change in Greenburgh, even leaving the principalship and
formal retirement, may not even have precipitated such depth.
I am glad you asked that [about times when I remember being a
follower] because that was also going to be one of my reflections....

[I

thought about it] in the middle of the night and I should have written it
down.

But see my position has always been that in order to be a good

leader you have to be a good follower.

You do, because how do you

expect people to follow [you] if you have never followed? When I was on
the reading council, I had to follow that reading facilitator’s leadership.
...We worked so hard as a group...everybody pitched in and with this
collective brainstorming [we] were able to put together that piece of
[reading management system] work. And that was so important because
we could have said, “Why do we want to be bothered?” ...but we worked.
When I was in the open classroom movement, I was a follower. I was not
a leader at that time.
...I have had to be a follower and to really understand how
important it is to be a team player in whatever it is that you are doing. And
also to look at what the leaders of those groups did...[those] leaders were
people who were also giving feedback to us as the followers that what we
were doing was appropriate.

...[As principal] I would give the teachers

certificates because I felt it was really very important that people be
acknowledged for the work that they were doing. ...[As] a follower, I was
seeing some of that happening.

...give somebody something very

concrete that they can hold on to. What does it take away from you? ...I
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found [this] was a true incentive as far as the staff was concerned. ...they
were called Certificates of Appreciation. ...At first I did not think that they
were really that important because I sometimes would see some in the
waste can, and then I saw people would have them in their desk drawers.
Some had put them up on the wall, so I am saying, “This really is
important. It makes a difference.”
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...even the verbal feedback that I received from some of the
leaders was very important because I needed to know [how I was doing]
other than a formal evaluation. When do you get feedback? It is a formal
observation or evaluation but you need to have...the formative and...the
summative. The summative is at the very end but right along the way you
need to be getting, or collecting, some information....

Along the way

people were doing things, extending themselves. Shouldn’t they get some
feedback?
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
[As a child] I would say I was involved.

I do not know that I was

necessarily a leader but I was involved.... I think I might have also been a
little shy. I like to be involved, I like[d] to do work in the background. But
not get out front.

And what made me think about it was telling you about

Mrs. Smith and the things that we would do. We would also host these
gospel shows at the County Center. She wanted me to be the mistress of
ceremonies one time and for mistress of ceremonies you have to really be
up.... I tried it once and I said, “Never again”. I was not the kind of person
who was going to go out in front of an audience and really get them
excited.

I just remember it being so flat, me being so flat and her [Mrs.

Smith] trying to give me words of encouragement. P.S. she never asked
me to do it again. ...so I would be involved, but I just did not want to be in
charge. ...As a follower, you do not have to accept, or the expectation is
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not that you are totally responsible for everything that happens.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
...I got the brochure from BOCES yesterday...advertising this
principals forum.

I was just flipping through it...they are offering the

coaching for principals and they listed retirees who would be eligible as
coaches.

And I am reading down the list...[of] retired principals and

retired assistant principals and at the bottom I see my name. (Laugh) ...I
said yes, I would like to do that because I know that there are some
people who could use some help and that would be a good role to play.
To be able to mirror [for] a principal and to give feedback about the kinds
of things that might really be helpful.

That would ultimately impact the

teachers and the children.I believe in coaching. I think coaching is
one of the best things that can happen.

And if you have the kind of

relationship where you can speak freely, you can see change.

That is

another way of becoming a change agent and that is one of the things
that...leadership is about.

It is really affecting some change. (Dr. Nettie

Webb Interview Four)...The leader has to be the kind of person that
will...by his or her actions [inspire] the kinds of things that you would want
to do in order to make the task successful.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four)
... I think about the people that I have followed, and they have
modeled the kinds of things that I would want to do.

People who are

giving. People who care about people. Those are the people that I have
chosen to really follow.
them do unto you.

And then...do unto others, as you would have

Really is the way I have pretty much operated.

If I

want somebody to do something for me, I want to be able to make sure
that I have done something that would want them to do it, as opposed to
forcing them to do it. ... That to me is really very important. I think I have
said my leadership style has not been one in which I have been perceived
as the boss. The one who is in charge, because I think that you can be in
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charge without throwing around your authority,
really and truly is not necessary.

it is not necessary,

it

Recognize that everybody has

feelings...to really be very aware of other'people’s feelings, to me is one of
the most important things. To be a leader is to look at some of the things
that other leaders have done that have made people want to work with
them. That is how leaders are successful...get the group to really buy into
what it is that you want to do by what it is that you stand for and how you
model for them. There is that old adage that you get more with sugar or
honey than you get with vinegar.... (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Four) Not
that everybody is going to be in complete agreement. But I think that there
is also that element of respect that is built in...[Do] you value me?

For

what it is that I stand for so that I can then value you and respect what it is
that you do.
...[A] good [leader]...not perfect.

...There are...some ups and

downs in the leadership role. And not good in the sense that everything is
going to go the way that you necessarily would want it to go. But good in
the sense that there is that element of respect that people may not
necessarily agree with you, but they can respect the stance that you have
taken because you have demonstrated over a period of time that you are
who you say you are. ...That to me is really very important. You have to
stand for what you say, you have to believe in what you say, you have to
demonstrate that. Carry that all the way through.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Three)
My preference now? I will lead because I am impatient for things to
happen. Because I am tired of armchair intellectuals. People do a lot of
talking and I do not want to hear anymore of the rhetoric.

...Let us do

something. Let us have something happen. Let us have some action. Let
us do. Because time is moving. There is so much to be done.
...it is now, [right now, that I prefer to be the leader].

...It is now

because...not to sound morbid, [but as] I was saying this to my sister, I am
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looking more at the twilight than I am looking at the beginning. And that is
the reality.

I am going to be 61 years old.

I am not 20.

Not that I am

looking to die anytime soon, but the reality is we do not have a whole lot of
time to fool around, to waste. I am thinking about with what has happened
with [my husband] Fess, recognizing that we need to use and live each
day as [best] we possibly can. To let it be productive with some thing. For
some thing. And whatever that thing might be. Once I get myself and my
energy-level back up, not that it is down, but (laughing) where I am ready
to go and do battle again. Because sometimes leadership is battle. There
is no question.

It is battle. And I do not see battle as a negative.

It is

standing up for what you believe in. And if you really are committed you
will go to the mat. ...But I choose my battles as a leader. ...you have to
know what are the things that you really want to put your energy into.
Because [otherwise] you can be so combative that you end up dissipating
all of that energy....

Encouragement in the Face of Isolation
In a particularly illuminating stretch of interview data, Dr. Webb articulates
the multiple ways she has coped with the isolation found across her educational
career.

In the first of five sections, “From Self,” she evidences her

understanding that she must request and accept encouragement and support,
even if at certain moments it only comes from herself. Then we learn about her
valuing the perspectives of trusted loved ones, even if they are not guaranteed to
agree, in “From Fess And Edith.” Dr.Webb continues in “From Professional
Organizations” by contextualizing her senior position. As she eludes to the
vulnerability of seeking help, she names outright the essentiality of trust if one is
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to accept help. In the last two sections, “In Spite of Time and Information” and
“With Clear Expectations” she moves past the discouraging experiences and
focuses on building her own capacity.
From Self
I am laughing because...there was a minister...[who] would say,
“One of the things that sometimes we have to do is to say..., “Self, be
encouraged, be encouraged.
encouraged.

When things are going haywire, self be

Because you know that things are going to be okay.

believe in God....”

You have to give yourself some self-talk.

You
...the

principalship, talk about teaching being an isolating experience, the
principalship is an isolating experience as well.

There are not a lot of

people to talk to. Everybody is busy doing whatever it is that they need to
do. The teachers have each other, but who does the principal have? The
principal has himself, herself. [Administrative] colleagues you do not get a
chance to talk to every day, at least I did not.

There really was not an

opportunity to do a lot of talking to other people, so who do you talk to?
You better talk to yourself (laugh) and try to get some energy and thinking
and encouragement from what you do yourself.
some reflection, “what have I done today?

...[making] time to do

What were...the issues that

needed to be to be dealt with? And do you think you handled that the way
in which it could be handled?” I would say for the majority of [the] time, I
really felt very comfortable with the way in which I was handling situations.
[For example, self-talk helped insure],...no matter who the parent
was that came in, we had a fairly good relationship, even if they were in
disagreement with something that I did. The way in which I responded to
them, though they might have been angry, ...was not getting defensive....
It was really more a matter of explaining to them in a fairly rational way,
why I may have made the decision that I did.

...[it was] very important

to...have the opportunity to do the self talk,...to remind myself when things
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might have been a little volatile that “You are the adult in this situation....
You believe that parents have the right to advocate for their children. They
may not necessarily agree with what you are doing, but you have to be
able to explain your position to them in a way that they will be able to
understand. Maybe not necessarily accept, but [that] they can understand
it”. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)

From Fess And Edith
Who is there? Because it could be lonely, it can be absolutely
lonely.

There are always people on staff with whom you have a closer

professional relationship but then where there are personnel issues-- you
are alone. You are absolutely on your own.

...it really and truly can be

very lonely. It can be lonely. And not lonely in the sense of “I feel alone, I
feel

abandoned”,

but

there

are

times

when

you

cannot

have...conversations [with others]. I could talk to my husband about a lot
of things. Being able to bring some of that [the hard topics] home...it was
good to be able to talk with him about what I needed to do, what I wanted
to do knowing he [Fess] was not going to agree. But I just needed to be
able to say it out loud. Because sometimes when you read something out
loud, [or] when you say something out loud, it may not be as bad as you
thought it was. ...I had some air time. Whether or not the receiver of my
air time was in agreement or not, I had my air time so I did not have to
keep it...in.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
This is where he [Fess] and I disagreed though.
necessarily agree with some of the stances that I took.

He did not

[He has been a

union leader for many years and] he would have come out with a hard
hammer, “That is it.” And I am saying, “No, you really have to talk about
it.” (laugh)

But it was good to have the opportunity to talk with him

because I knew I was not going his way.
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I was going to, definitely, stay

my course, but I needed to hear what I would not do. “No, i cannot do
that”. (Laugh)

...that is my opinion.... But...his position was, “Well, if I

am in charge. I am in charge and what I say goes....”
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
My friend Edith..., I would walk with her every single morning. We
would have our therapy walks from six until seven o’clock (laugh). Every
morning. Very therapeutic and very helpful, very. In the aloneness of the
principalship, it is important to have those outside supports as well
because how else do you go through some of the...agonizing decisions
that have to be made? It is also important to have an opportunity to talk
with a person who could be very objective, no matter what the friendship.
...[Someone who can] give an opinion that might not necessarily be rubber
stamping what you believe or what you say, but can give an opinion that
would cause you to think or re-think what it is that has occurred. (Dr. Nettie
Webb Interview Five)

From Professional Organizations
Now there is the National Association of Elementary Principals that
does have a publication and some of the articles, I found, absolutely
wonderful. They really and truly were very good.

It was a practitioner’s

journal. But I had to do that reading on my own. ...[it] would have been
nice to have had a study group or...[an] on-going thing.

The Teachers

Center did, for two years,...have one of the principals from New York
City...come up to run a series of workshops for us and I thought her work
was excellent. But, we never continued it as a group within Greenburgh.
It would have been wonderful for us to do.

We had said that we were

going to, but people got busy and it just did not continue. But that needs to
happen.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
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...there was also the principal’s union. We did not get together that
often to really talk about issues and problems. ...the principals’ union I felt
could have done a little bit more in terms of some of the issues.... I could
always call the lawyer about things that I had [legal] concerns about
but...as an administrative union, [we were] talking more about lobbying
and larger issues such as what was going to be happening as far as the
State was concerned.... The principal union gatherings were more social
gatherings...[a] couple of times during the year. ...But no real staff
development. I was looking for a professional arm of the principals’ union
like there was the Educational Research and Dissemination arm of the
AFT. That would have made a difference. (See Figure 23. November 18,
1984 Personal Communication).
[My leadership role as head of the principal’s union] was very
interesting because one of the principals was to come up for tenure. There
was a lot of controversy about whether or not this principal should have,
but....

My role as the president [of the union] was not to evaluate this

principal but to represent. And so the question that I raised with the
superintendent was, “What are the time lines? And what is going to
happen within those timelines for this principal?” They really needed to
make sure they kept to the timelines that were set for evaluation.

[I

was]...encouraging the principals to be aware of what their rights were.
For example, I was always saying to them, “If you have some questions
about anything that might be happening illegally in your building or how
you are dealing with a situation, you have to make sure that you are in
touch with our union lawyer”

who was excellent.

...it was not just the

building principals who were part of the principals’ union, but the other
administrators [as well].

...I was president during the time that we were

negotiating the contract so most of our time was spent dealing with what
issues were going to be in the negotiations.
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...Also the members would call if they had any question...! was a
sounding board for them. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five) Do not forget, I
was the most senior. I was the senior principal in the district for a number
of years, [since the early 90’s]. ...I was the senior principal so they were
really calling me more than me calling them for support or answers. There
is a trust level that you have to have among the administrators as well.
And there were some administrators that I did not trust their
judgment....! was not going to necessarily call them because, oh my gosh,
they had their own issues. They really could not advise me. That is why I
would spend more time calling the union lawyer who could give me the
kind of guidance and support [I needed].

Because I knew more about

school policy and board policy than the other principals who had come into
the district.
I could call George Westerly. [I did my administrative internship with
him and] he was my first principal when I first started teaching....

He

could give some really good solid advice. When I was first starting out, I
remember calling him quite regularly. ...I would not say he was a mentor,
but he was a good confidant.

I could depend on getting some good

feedback from him about certain issues.
principals that I knew in the county....

But there were not even

We did not have that kind of

network going where you could call on other principals.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
... we did have administrative council meetings, but [we were] not
really sharing issues.... Actually for me they really were a waste because
we did not get to the issues of substance....

The last few years of the

principalship, the new assistant superintendent...tried to have different
people come in to speak on different topics.... We [the principals] were
asking, “When are we going to have the opportunity to really talk?
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Figure 23. November 18, 1984 Personal Communication

ALBERT SHANKER
President

4MERIGAN
FEDERATION OF
TEACHERS cfe
555 NEW JERSEY AVENUE. NW
WASHINGTON, DC 20001
202/879-4400

November 18, 1984

Ms. Nettie Webb
40 North Road
White Plains, New York

10603

Dear Nettie:
Recently, you had the occasion to serve as presenter for the
AFT Educational Research & Dissemination Program.
Reactions to your work
were overwhelmingly positive, as was expected. You have proven yourself
time and again and continue to make us very proud.
Even though I have expressed it verbally, I want to say
"THANK YOU" in writing. I know that we will continue this collaborative
relationship as a service to AFT members all over the country. Again,
we value the contributions you have made. You are outstanding!

Educational Issues Department

How are we going to be on the same page?”

We also have three

principals with different philosophical backgrounds and stances. But I still
needed to have that central office facilitator who could have brought the
three together to have some serious dialogue, which we did not have.
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Because I do not think that the central office administrators had the ability
to do that, [to facilitate serious dialogue].
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
[I

was

a

member

of

the

Westchester

Association

Administrators] for...all of the years that I was a principal.

of

Women
...I would

renew my membership [but] I was not an active participant. ...they would
send out the program of meetings and speakers and workshops
and...some of them did not appeal to me. ...I remember going to one of
their dinner seminars and I was so embarrassed. ...after dinner we had a
speaker and I sat there (laugh) and fell asleep. Right in front of the man’s
face (laughing). ... I was so embarrassed. You know how you fight sleep?
So...it [the event had to]...really be something exciting....

Because...it

was so embarrassing for me and so I said no, I will not do that.
(Laughing) (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)

In Spite of Time and Information
[The principalship is isolating work.] Very much so. There was no
question.... But a part of the problem is time. I found my job all consuming
in the sense that I was putting in hours and hours and hours, so I did not
have a lot of time to talk to a lot of people. I should not say I did not have
time, maybe I did not make the time. Because each person set his or her
own priorities. ...as I became [a] more experienced administrator I think I
became more self-confident about what it was that I was doing. So there
was not necessarily the need for a lot of outreach, but there was need for
more support in doing principal work.
I

remember

remarking

once

that

the

teachers

are

more

knowledgeable about some of the goings on in the district than the
principals are....

I remember in some of our administrative council

meetings, we would say, “Flow is it that the teachers know a little bit more
about some things than we do? They are coming and asking us about
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questions and ‘Excuse me?
that”.

I really and truly have no knowledge about

But here is a whole protocol issue with a superintendent and

assistant superintendent who are supposed to talk to their front line
people, who are the principals. But that chain obviously did not exist, was
invisible, [or was] broken because there was not the opportunity for those
kinds of conversations to occur on a regular basis. We were meeting as
administrative

council

once

a

month.

[Sometimes

I

would

wonder,]...“Where did that information...come from?” ...It was coming out
of left field, right field, (laughing) The outfield! (laughing)
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)

With Clear Expectations
...the longer I was with the [Juniper Hill/Lee F. Jackson] staff, the
more they knew me [and] I knew them. They knew what the expectations
were and there was a running joke among the staff - work. She is going
to work us to death. I mean, they just knew. (Laughing) But, I think, it was
said in humor because they knew if I was working them to death, I was
working myself to death.
cohesive staff.

...we had come together really as a fairly

People were being very responsive and responsible and

we were moving and grooving.

...There might have been some difficulty

as far as some staff members, and that is where I would do more of the
outreach calling to George, “How do I handle this?” Also, as the staff was
turning over, the [new] people who were coming on board were people
who were being interviewed by a staff committee. And we all were pretty
much on the same page about who we were looking for. ...the new staff
members coming on were staff members that we could agree upon. ...we
were really building. We were really building together.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)
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“The Caliber of Mv Work”
The word “style” and the phrase “ways of doing things” have been
scattered throughout the interviews. In this section I draw from data in interviews
seven, nine and ten to make visible the “caliber” of Dr.Webb’s work. I begin by
making visible the importance of “Responsiveness and Availability,” then present
data where Dr. Webb names “Wandering, Weaving and Laughing” as tools for
leadership. I end with data that demonstrated it is Dr. Webb w ho is “Bringing
The Beauty of Community And Equity” to her leadership roles.
Responsiveness and Availability
...I could see that there were some things [at the district level] that
needed to be confronted. I was willing to confront it/them. ...as the leader
of that [Lee. F. Jackson] school, it was just a matter of saying to the staff,
“This [district level mandate] is going to impact your working conditions
and relationships...[as well as] what you know is best for young children.
And if we believe very strongly in what it is that we do [here], then we have
[a] responsibility to fight it”.

Again, nothing beats a failure but a try.

If

nothing else, we could try and if we were successful, fine. If we were not,
okay too but at least we tried. At least we tried. And I believe that.
...my role is really to lead the troops. [At] the administrative council
meetings...maybe a decision that would impact the school was going to be
made and I would very often say, “These are some things that I have
discussed with staff”.

And I also realized that our staff was very much

ahead of where some of the other staffs were.
dealing with situations....

We were pro-active in

We had spent time doing a whole analysis of

how we were working as a group. ... I trust that if people want to do a job,
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they will do the job. So what is it that I do? I give them the opportunities
to do. Now, that also means that I have to be available....
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)
...Now again, that is a part of my personality. ...[once I went] to a
workshop on how to reduce your stress. And one of the things that they
said in the workshop was you really need to make sure during the course
of the day, you take time for yourself. And so I said, “Well okay, I will take
twenty-five minutes. I am going to close the office door so that I can have
lunch”.

Well, I got so hyper with that door closed I could not stand it

because I knew there was something going on out there. And I said to the
secretary (laughing), “I am too hyper to sit in here for twenty, thirty minutes
with the door closed. I cannot do it. I cannot do it!” I needed to be in the
thick of the action too.

That was important for me so having the door

open, which really was tremendous for me as well because not only did
the teachers have access but the kids too.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
I was available all of the time. My door was open constantly. I was visible
around the building. I would spend time talking with people and asking for
their input. Whenever there was a function in the evening, I was present.
I made myself available so that if there were any issues that teachers felt
needed to be handled with children, with parents, with curriculum, with
teaching- I was available. My door was always open and I think that was
very important for the teachers because if it was something that was
important, they needed to have it dealt with right there.

Just as...the

children want the teacher available for them when they want them. Well,
the teachers needed to have me available for when they wanted me.
They had their lunch times, they had their prep times, so there were not a
lot of times when they were not with the children. Certainly there were
before school, after school [times]. But there may have been some things
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that would have cropped up over the course of the day.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)
I would get so frustrated calling the superintendent’s office because
I expected to be able to get that person, like immediately. Why could s/he
not answer the phone?

I really resented having the secretary be the

buffer. I am the principal of the school. I am not a community member, I
am not a parent, I am not a Board member. I am a principal of a school
that you are in charge of.... I often would say, “I do not call you just to be
calling, so you know when I call it is important and I need some [help], I
need you to get back to me”. That was a frustration. ...Never [did I call
unless it was pressing],

I was not calling just to pass the time of day.

I

was calling for a very specific reason.
...the other part of it...was when I was at school I was there for my
business.

I was there to do the job.

I was not there to do a lot of

socializing and I think the teachers would say I was not the most social....
If there was a teacher who had a personal family crisis, ...they knew they
could come to me, but I was not one to just pass the time of day.

...the

hours are precious that we have. There is a job that I have to do, I need to
do it.

And I think the same could be said with any meetings that we

had...we were taking care of business. This was the business of the
school that needed to be taken care of during that time.
efficient at getting those things done....

I became very

The teachers knew that I knew

what I was there for and, I think, they absolutely respected...the fact that
many

of

my

conversations

with

them

were

such

educational

conversations. Which I appreciated and I hope they appreciated. But we
could talk about the children in their classroom, we could talk about...the
concerns they might have had with some of the parents of the children.
But it was always to problem solve. Not that the problems were
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monumental, but we were always in a conversation that was looking for a
solution.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)
What did I bring? (laugh)...it was action.

It was action that was

going to occur as a result of what...we were engaged in. Something was
going to happen.

It was not a matter of [saying] “Oh yes, okay, we will

take care of it’. Oh no, it was taken care of. One way or the other, it got
taken care of.

So when I was saying earlier, for me it is important for

principals to be doers.

I was a doer.

There was an action...something

was always happening. Something was always in process. ...the parents,
they would always [say], “It is like you are everywhere.” ...But I was. ...
(Laughing) But that was, for me, a part of the job. I was supposed to be
there. I was supposed to be present. I was supposed to be visible. Even
if it was a matter of just sitting in the audience and watching...I was
supposed to be there.
Wandering, Weaving and Laughing
I also remember reading this article, it was called “Supervision by
Wandering”.

What I did by wandering was...I could stick my head in a

classroom and if it/there was something that the teacher needed to have
handled or talked about, I was right there. It would take just two minutes
to take care of it.

Or if I was walking through the halls and somebody

needed something and I could not deal with it [right then], “Just put a note
in my box”. They knew once that note went in my box, I was answering it
within that day or certainly by the next morning. So it was not just going to
be in my box and just stay there.

I was going to give them immediate

feedback.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)
It is the building principal who has the opportunity to go in and out
of those classrooms, if that is what the building principal does. ...it is so
important for the principals to be around in classrooms to see what is
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happening.

Because the principal ideally is that common thread that is

throughout the whole building. [The one] that can really be the weaver of
a lot of collegial relationships. That is what that principal can do to help
make those connections. ...[Be] the instructional leader- that is what the
principal should be able to do.

Not necessarily have all of the answers,

but be able to know those people on staff who can do some of that
instructional leadership.
I think of myself in Lee F. Jackson School, a school that has a
couple wings up and down.

I would be weaving my way through the

building, making my rounds.

I would be in room 101 and come all the

way around to room 106 and then upstairs and then 208 down to 201 and
cut through the gym.

So I am weaving my way through this building

making my rounds, having an opportunity to see what is happening in
each of those classrooms.... And then would be able to say to other staff
members, “Oh you ought to see X, Y and Z.” That was helping to make
those connections because those connections are important among staff.
No question, weaving] it is a leadership quality.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)
[But] getting the job done does not mean that there was not any
humor and/or there is not any humanity....

My working relationship with

people was to have a serious side but we also could have some laughter
because work should not be humdrum, deadly, there should be some fun.
And for me it just goes hand in hand because if you enjoy what you are
doing, you are going to have fun doing it.

Yes, there is a serious side

because there is a task to be done, but within the doing of that task is an
opportunity to have a lot of fun. To have a lot of laughter. You get into
conversations with people and you can kind of bird walk a little bit because
somebody can play on you, do a play on words. But it is all in the process
of working together.

[At least] when you are working together and you

appreciate and respect what it is that is happening.
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Which is very

interesting because in my working with the staff and working with some of
the groups, I could have fun with them. I am not sure that when I went to
the administrative council meetings that there was any of that joy. The
administrative council meetings were fairly deadly- Yes [with] the feeling of
unproductiveness.

Because the work that I was doing in some of these

other places was joyful, it was fun. We had a chance to really enjoy each
other. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)

Bringing The Beauty of Community And Equity
...none of us are clones of one another. Each one of us in an
individual and we all have our strengths and our needs. And I think a part
of what I have always tried to do is to look at each individual that way.
What are their strengths? What are their needs? Same thing is true about
children and the teachers. All of us are at different places...and some of
us are still at the very, very needy stage.

Some who need just even to

have food and shelter. You have children who come in who are very, very
needy who may not have had the kind of nurturing that other children have
had so you have to look at that child and really treat that child fairly.
...I talked before about equity...equity to me is very important. All
of our children come with an equal opportunity. They may not necessarily
come with the same tools but they come with an equal opportunity and it is
our responsibility to find out where they are starting from...that is a part of
that individual.

And then the beauty of the community for me is really

establishing a tone.

[For example] there are school wide rules and then

each teacher has his or her own classroom rules.

But those classroom

rules support the school wide rules and that gives us a chance to develop
that sense of community. We realize, yes, we are all individuals, we have
our own individual needs and rights and wants, but in order to function as
a group, there are some things that we need to do and rules we need to
follow as far as the group is concerned. ... (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
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...maybe it is placing a big burden on the schools, but school can
make a difference. Schools make a difference. The equity for me means
that every child who walks through that door has an equal opportunity to
be successful. So the children have the right to be exposed to whatever it
is that the school has to offer.
When we had some special programs, such as the arts in
education program, and there was the opportunity...to work with an artist
or a musician.

Well, of course there were always those teachers who

would volunteer, “I want my class involved”. Well, my feeling was “no”, it
had to be all of the kindergartens having the same exposure because this
was a very special area.

So what would be my explanation that some

wanted it for their children but others did not want it for their children, oh
no. And the same thing with trips. How do I say to parents, “We are all a
K-1 school, oh well some of the kindergarteners are going to be going to
the museum...oh but the others are not”.

“Why not”? “Oh because the

teacher really does not feel that she wants to take her children.” No, no,
no, no.

That does not work. It does not work.

because it is what is important for the group.

It is not what you want
...now, in your individual

classroom, how you explain or...what follow-up activities you do about the
museum [is] all yours.

But the children have a common experience.

And that is what curriculum is supposed to provide.

...

A commonality of

experience and how each child takes that in, that is the individual, but you
have that common experience.

...that is where your background

experiences...come into play and [inform] the connections that you can
make. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Ten)
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Care. Colleagualitv and Respect: A History Disregarded
In this section the importance of moving forward and growth are counter¬
balanced by the importance of being grounded by a history. Here Dr. Webb talks
about physical files passed on from a person leaving to the person taking over
the position as a kind of tangible history. The handling of these tangible items
becomes a metaphor for the handling of history passed down—something to be
integrated or disregarded.
...Rachel Grossman who was the one who really kind of tapped me
for teaching at the College of New Rochelle. When she left her third grade
class, she left me her files and I saw an organizational framework there
that was just absolutely so incredible and so helpful. ...I had also worked
with people who were very giving and very sharing of ideas. I was always
with a group of colleagues who wanted to share ideas. ...That was a part
of what you do as colleagues.

That is what you do [as principal] for a

teacher. Because you want each person to be successful. That is what it
was all about - to help your colleagues do. ...I always took exception to
people who would say, “Well I do not want X stealing my ideas”. Well,
what are you talking about?

Stealing your ideas? It is the greatest

compliment to have someone try to do some of what you were doing. And
it enhances everyone...this whole sense of community. Community to me
is a sense of sharing and a give and take.

So as the language arts

coordinator, what was I going to do with those files that I had used? I was
not going back to that [positon], I was going to be moving to a
principalship. And I was hoping that moving into a principalship, I would
have had that same kind of thing done for me, which by the way, was not.
... when I took over [the outgoing principal] said, “Well, you know, [the
secretary] has everything”. Well, [that] was the secretary, I was the
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principal. And [the secretary] had her files [but] I had to pretty much make
my way.
...sharing...is what people shouid-be doing, [those] who really care
about what is going to happen. It is the children who are going to benefit
from anything that we have.... I have heard colleagues say, “Well that one
did not even give me credit for the idea”, that is not what it is all about.
Because I keep going back to none of us is as smart as all of us. We are
all here in the collective to be able to share for the benefit of the children.
That is what it was supposed to be all about. ...why [would I have taken
my language arts coordinator files? Why] should she have to start from
scratch when everything was laid out according to what was done for each
of the grade levels. So even if she did not use it, it was available to her
[so] that she would have that as a resource.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)
I have looked at the resumes of several of our superintendents and
(laughing) and you look at her/his teaching history. James Thomas was a
teacher of English. ...he came with his doctorate, he came with history of
having read and was very, very well rounded. And he also was a person
who listened...and appreciated what others had to offer. ...Contrary to
subsequent superintendents, there were those who it was very obvious
they were on a...definite career path.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)
The whole idea of appreciating not only the history but...[also]
having a respect for the expertise [is important when bringing about
change].

...I have been blessed with the ability...to really see those

people who are for real and [through] those people who are phony. And
when I went to speak to both of those superintendents who followed [the
one who served for nearly twenty years before they came] . ...I have said,
often, “what you see is what you get.”

...people will disagree.

I do not

expect that everyone is going to agree with everything that I say but, and
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maybe this is arrogance on my part, but...my history spoke for itself. And
you know what was very interesting? [Those same] superintendents have
spoken with me about the fact that they know that I have run a wonderful
school and I have a wonderful reputation. That ought to say something.
...it should say something about whether or not you can trust the person
that is speaking to you.that they should respect my expertise. ...my
background in early childhood.

...also the teachers who were the

practitioners. ...I was absolutely proud of that staff because there were
people on board who really were very bright and very capable... who
could just rise to a challenge and always did. Always did.
The superintendent who followed James Thomas, I remember
her/him saying, “Well when I came here I just dumped all his files”. There
was no appreciation for what had been left. Now as a researcher, I do not
throw...anything out until I had a chance to look at it because I said, “Well,
maybe this will be helpful.

Maybe that will be”.

...I would not go in and

wholesale, just dump what it is that a person had. Yes. So it really was
important for me to say, “Well, there is someone who is following me.

It

would be helpful if they knew, at least a little bit of, what went on
historically.” ...you have to know some history.

...coming out of the

research trend where you have to do that review [of the literature]. What
has preceded what you are currently doing? That to me makes so much
sense.

How do you build on what it is? What was very sad with the

successor to James Thomas was, again, s/he was listening to the Board
of Education members who hired her/him. Well, they have one perspective
but it would seem to me as an educator you also have another
perspective.

...people who think that they can come and just wipe their

hands and just make change automatically, it does not work that way. ...if
you think that you are going to come in and turn things around...we need
to look at what we did, how do we build on that?

...what was done and

then say, “Okay, I can bring my own personality to it.” But not throwing out
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the baby with the bathwater.
Greenburgh for 20 years.

...He [James Thomas] had been in

Yes....I have in my file a copy of James

Thomas’ opening superintendent’s day, his speech because it was just so
grounded in...what the important things, in terms of education are. And I
have not heard that from any of our subsequent superintendents. Not the
quality nor the substance of what our mission is, which is really very sad.
It is one thing to say..., “We are here for the children, our children can
learn” but then their [subsequent superintendents] actions to me, speak
counter to what they are saying or what they have said. ...Who are you?
And what do you contribute? What do you contribute?
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Five)

What Does It Mean To Have Finished The Role of Principal?

When the interviewing process had reached a saturation point (See
Chapter Three) I pointedly asked Dr. Webb what it meant to have finished with
the role of principal. While I might have asked what did it mean to “end your
career” or “leave education,” all the previous interview material made clear that
Dr. Webb was neither ending a life-long career committed to educating children
nor was she leaving education, rather she was leaving her role as principal and
embracing the next phase of her personal and professional life. Consequently, I
have divided the following under four headings: (a) Change But Not for Change
Sake, (b) A Change of Pace, (c) It Is Time for Other People To Come and To Do
and (d) I Was Not Sad Leaving.
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Change But Not for Change Sake
What has been most important was to impact change. (Dr. Nettie Webb
Interview Eight)
...That is what upsets me. To say, “Well something has got to
change.” And the sad thing was, it was change for change sake.

Not

change because we needed to really look at what we were doing and
talking about. ...the way I operated there should have been opportunity for
there to be a collective discussion. ...That is the most important thing and
that I know, without a doubt, I have been able to do.

[And] what

has...propelled me forward to take on different roles. [And] certainly job
satisfaction with the exception of the principalship, which I went into totally
blind.... But the other positions because I like the challenge and I liked the
opportunity to do something different. I know that it [the desire to impact
change] allowed me to do that risk taking.... I believe very firmly, nothing
beats a failure but a try. My goal was to try to do whatever it was that I
had set out to do. I had the opportunity to make change with a whole lot of
cooperation. But that was very important, really very important.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Seven)

A Change of Pace
I have/had gotten to the point where I have/had done what I could
do in that position. I also felt...there are people who are younger, it is time
for them to step up to the plate and maybe bring some fresh ideas and
something new.

...there was always room for improvement. The same

thing with having left the position of language arts coordinator. Leaving
my files because that person could come in and get a little bit of the
history- move forward. ...leaving the principalship, [I] left my files. That is
a historical piece, but it would allow this [new] person to move forward.
It has been, also, a sense of-- not relief but...a sense of closure....
...I talked a little bit about [the] concerns about my own health...I know
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that I am a person who will give her all to whatever there is to be done.
...I know that I was feeling tired. I was also feeling a little frustrated with
the administrivia. I was not able to get to know the children the way I had
known them. I did not know many of their names [and] that really was an
eye opener to me. I was not able in some instances to associate a class
with a teacher.

...I was so pulled away...I said [to myself], “I think it is

time now.” If it is beginning to feel overwhelming, it is time for me to say,
“Okay, I have done what I could do and it is okay for me to leave”. And
that is why I said it was important for me to be able to leave while I was on
a high. High, in a sense that I know I have contributed a lot. I have had
tremendous excitement about doing the job and I always want to have
those memories of the excitement about being in teaching.
...the ripping and the running and the constantly going is stress on
the body. And I was feeling I needed some down time. I just needed to
get some rest. ...I am taking better care of myself and if I get tired, I can
stop.

I do not have to worry about planning for the next meeting or

meeting this deadline or doing this observation and getting that done. So
all of those pressures have been removed, which is good because I finally
said, “I’m tired.”

I finally acknowledged that I am tired.

been a constant pace.

Because it has

Not that I am not doing anything now, but the

frenetic part of what I was involved in has slowed down tremendously.

I

am doing more things now that I want to do, [rather] than what I had to do.
That makes the difference.

...Before, “Do not have time....” [Now] I am

allowing more of the pleasant kinds of things, the relaxing kinds of things
to be a part of what is important now.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)

It Is Time For Other People To Come and To Do
...People look at the principalship as I did, [wondering] “What do
you do all day?” (laughing) I said to a teacher [once], “If I knew then what
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I know now, I would have stayed in the classroom because,” I said, “I
could teach with my feet up.”

Because in your classroom you are

responsible for those children and communicating with those parents, but
you also have a finite day. [With] the principalship...there is no finite day. I
do not care how you slice it. If you are going to do the job that I did, there
is no finite day. It is continuous. ...[Before the principalship], I felt like my
time was my own....

Everything was done within the course of the day.

...it is interesting because now I can be in my house without an absolute
sound- it does not bother me. It bothers my sister. Sometimes when she
walks in, “Shouldn’t there be some music or something?”

But I used to

have people at me all the time. I needed quiet. Quiet. Sometimes I have
to remember to turn on the radio (laugh). “Gee, maybe I should look at the
six o’clock news just to be aware of what is going on” but I can be in the
house without a sound and be perfectly happy because that is a part of my
down time. ...Just having some time to really be quiet.
I remember how I was when I was younger and people often say to me
now, “Oh, you move, you think, you act, you do...” but I also know that my
energy level

is not the way

it was when

I

was younger.

My

assumption...is that younger people have more energy than I have...even
though I doubt it (laughter)! ...lam saying I have paid my dues in a sense.
I have done, I have given, now I think it is time for other people to come
and to do that particular piece, that role. I have been a principal for a long
time. Now some [people]...have been principal [for] 20, 25 years. I have
not really stayed in a role more than eight years. It was almost as if I was
over-staying my time with the principalship because I had been there for
twelve years. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)

I Was Not Sad Leaving
I was not sad leaving. People have asked, “Well do you miss it?” ...I miss
the people and the children but I do not miss the tasks that I had to do. ...I
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had gone to a retirement seminar some years ago and the person [leading
it]...said, “You do not retire, you just move to a new career.” I have never
looked at retirement as coming home and putting my feet up as I thought I
was going to do when I completed my doctorate.... No, (laughing) I know
that is not me, that is not going to happen.

But what leaving the

principalship means is that I now will be able to pursue some things that I
really am interested in.

I have not identified those things yet, but I know

that I will stay involved, there is no question. But what will happen for me
will be more time to make some choices to balance some of the things that
I want to do with those things that I still have a commitment to pursue in
education. ...I am looking forward to that. I would like, very much, for that
to happen. (Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Nine)

What Helped Sustain You Over The Long Haul?
What has sustained me is my belief in what I was doing. This truly
has been my life’s work...making a difference in the lives of children, yes.
But also I would say the support.

Because I have gotten a tremendous

amount of support. The feedback that I have gotten. Doors have opened
for me in many, many different ways. ...I have gotten such satisfaction, I
mean tremendous satisfaction out of what it is that I have done. That is
what has sustained me all the way through. Yes, the children have been
the central part of it but there have also been these other rewards. ...A lot
of rewards so it has just continued to propel me forward [knowing] that
there is so much more that could be done.
...But I have to give credit to the adults in my life who have also
been encouraging and continue to support me....

People...who said,

“Okay” [and opened doors for me].... Being recruited for the principalship.
These were the adults with whom I have had contact. ...I have to give
credit to them as well.

You have to have a support system.
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[For me]

those supports have been adult supporters who have then allowed me to
be more supportive of the other adults and of the children as well. That
has been the sustaining part. That is the network. The really very wide
broad network of people who are there for you. ...It is my in-school
network support and my out of school network support.

Because I have

been able to go back to many, many, many resources and tap into those
resources, which have been absolutely fabulous.

Fabulous.

People...I

have met along the way who have just been there. They have been very
encouraging, very supportive. Very reliable. ...So that is also why when
people would talk about, “Oh you have such wonderful school”, I said, “It is
not me.

It is the teachers in that school.”

I have been the leader but I

have not been “the leader” by myself. Everyone has co-led..., that I can
say has been true with everything.

I have not been just stuck up there,

Nettie Webb by herself because surrounding Nettie Webb have been all of
these other supports..., which has been incredible. I have never felt that I
was ever by myself doing anything. And I would not [pretend otherwise],
now that to me would be arrogant in a negative way.
[What has helped sustained me over this long haul?]
really.

...Faith,

It has been an incredible [journey], it really has. ...It has been

wonderful. It really is. And see, I appreciate. I mean I know what I have
and had that a lot of people have not had and will never have so, I cannot
complain...and I am just thankful, I really am. Yes.
(Dr. Nettie Webb Interview Eleven)

Praxis as Perspective
Application of the concept of praxis (Freire,1970) to Dr. Webb’s teaching
and learning stance, that grounds her leadership, provides useful aspects to
consider in teacher leadership. The integration of teaching as a central and
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abiding value offers a perspective that both validates the understanding of
teacher leader contributions and inspires creating opportunities for such
contributions.
First, a legacy of care (See chapter 2) was extended to Dr. Webb as a
teacher and leader, a legacy she embraced as hers to participate in and
perpetuate. Across and among the multiple personal and professional networks
there arose many supports and opportunities to further Dr. Webb’s teaching
vision. In addition, Dr. Webb embraced new locations for her work as a teacher
leader, with this guiding clarity: though each position removed her a bit more from
the children, the new position would enable her to serve more children and/or
have a greater impact on the quality of their experience.
Each change in professional position was an informed move for Dr. Webb.
While there are historical norms of caution (Sarason, 1971) among teachers, an
alternative norm for Dr. Webb was each one of her networks working together to
provide an amalgamated understanding of the potential risks and gains for her as
an individual.

For example, Dr. Webb has described her move into the

principalship as jumping from the frying pan into the fire. Yet her decision to
move into the principalship was informed by her advanced education in
leadership, the school board members’ invitation, the community members’
urging, the respect-filled requests of her teaching colleagues and the unbridled
support of her spouse. This kind of knowledge born out of relationships with and
to others fostered an informed risk, one that, once understood for the possible
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gain toward the vision of serving children, was not perceived by Dr. Webb as that
great of a risk. Like no other professional situation described, Dr. Webb also
revealed it was some lack of information about the realities of the principalship
which made the flames of the fire not look so hot when viewing them from the
frying pan.
Second, the valuing of multi-generational voices and of teachers’
perspectives along the entire teaching career continuum is necessary to meet the
needs of rapidly, ever-changing schools and society. Veteran teachers like Dr.
Webb, as well as parents and long-time community members, have been part of
the history that informs our educational practice today. The perspective these
elders can provide on enacted praxis is invaluable, not because we want to
replicate it exactly, but because of the wealth of information encapsulated from
which the current and next generations of teachers and teacher leaders can
make informed decisions.
Through formal and informal collaborative, networked efforts such as
those found in learning networks or communities (Wenger, 1998) teachers can
take the lead in promoting policies of learning that serve children and enliven
teachers rather than policies of order (Berry, 2004; Johnson et al., 2005) that
promote fear and the kind of frozen, “pathological caution” (Barth, 2001) that
hobbles praxis. There cannot be enacted praxis without teachers. Repeatedly
there are efforts to mandate teachers to implement theory based on how
meaning has been made for them. Alternatively teachers are asked to accept
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non-context specific, or one-size-fits-all, interpretations and enact them
effectively. While compliance is achieved at varying degrees, the cost of losing
veterans as well as beginning teachers can be seen in calculable cost but must
also be considered for the incalculable costs to the intellectual and the
professional work of teaching.
In this century I think there is no better example of an aspect of the legacy
of care contorted into a mandated praxis than induction. What at one time was a
learning opportunity during an appropriate developmental phase that occurred in
a multi-generational structure has become mandated activities that a teacher
must complete for pay or licensure advancement. The learning, the building of a
broad knowledge base and continued growth of teachers’ sense of integrity
toward their own vision are too often reduced to seat time or compliance. If
teaching and teacher leadership are framed as a legacy of care then the resulting
praxis blurs the lines of learning, teaching and leading making the contribution of
all individuals and the meaning they make through various networks not only
possible but desirable.
Both physical and metaphoric locations where critical examination of
teaching and praxis can take place are essential components in supporting
teacher leadership. This type of reflective examination promoted by learning
communities (Wenger, 1998) can support individuals accessing and enacting a
personal vision within the integrity of network(s).

Embracing “the long tail”

(Anderson, 2006) in public education is connecting to the human capacity widely
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distributed (Carini, 2001), which increases the prevalence of contribution while
simultaneously reducing the risk of contributing by decreasing the fear of failure
(Barth, 2001), precisely because there is an increased number of contributors.
Finally, the merging of theory and practice to foster the integrity of teacher
leadership is vital to the success of schools. This sense of integrity comes forth
from the larger, collective human pursuits but also from the individual quest.
Teachers’ articulating their own vision and enacting praxis with a sense of
integrity provides leadership through modeling to children and fellow adults alike.
I close with the hopeful and ubiquitous reminder that the articulating of one’s
vision and acting with integrity, like the naming of personal agency I discuss in
the final chapter, eludes a fixed end-point as it is an ever-present learning
process of making and remaking our understanding.
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CHAPTER 6
AN UNDERSTANDING OF AGENCY
Introduction
The research presented in this paper utilizes life story, a form of personal
narrative, with a veteran teacher leader to understand what fosters and sustains
teacher leaders. Critical perspectives have identified such narratives as “powerful
instruments in maintaining or transforming practice” (Carter & Doyle, 1996, p.
129), however, they have been used almost exclusively to inform preservice
teacher education and novice teachers’ developing practice. Britzman (1986)
focuses on how the personal histories of preservice teachers prevent them from
enacting more equitable and culturally responsive pedagogy. Unfortunately, my
own earlier research (Bray, 2004) certainly confirmed this deficit about even a
broadly liberatory pedagogy. This research contributes to the literature by
focusing on how the life story of one veteran educator, Dr. Nettie Webb, can
inform possibilities rather than focusing on how personal narratives impede
possibilities of change in the early years of teaching.
Dr. Nettie Webb represents the possibility in teacher leaders not only
through her educational attainment and her formal role as an administrator but
through her active participation and leadership in local, state and national
professional activities. These actions are grounded by Dr. Webb’s deep
connections and history in her community. The particulars of her thirty-seven
(37) year career provide a better understanding of the role of the individual and
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her context in personal agency by her exemplary ability to foster an interactive
community. Dr. Webb’s own “robust” capacity complements her expectation that
all members of a community can and will contribute. As a multi-faceted leader,
Dr. Webb produces results yet values the process and those engaged in it to
obtain those results. Seeing herself as a life-long learner, Dr. Webb exercises
her ability to integrate new information into her worldview and actions while
maintaining a strong sense of self-narrative and voice. This research provides a
glimpse of Dr. Webb through the lens of agency by which her commitment to the
education of children stands out as exemplary.
I believe the life story of an exemplary veteran teacher leader like Dr.
Webb, a person committed to advocating for children in the context of the last
five decades of social and educational reform, risks being lost. By capturing Dr.
Nettie Webb’s life work in print, it not only becomes an accessible memory of this
woman and her work but a placeholder of possibility and window to our
educational and social history. I am eager to contribute research that enables
teachers to embrace the possibilities of education and the possibilities for
themselves as teacher leaders. Robin Kelley (2003), in opening his book with
the chapter When History Sleeps: A Beginning, eloquently draws upon the power
of history and imagination to create possibility, “to see the future in the present.”
Progressive social movements do not simply produce statistics and
narratives of oppression; rather, the best ones do what great poetry
always does: transport us to another place, compel us to relive horrors
and, more importantly, enable us to imagine a new society. We must
remember that the conditions and the very existence of social movements
enable participants to imagine something different, to realize that things
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need not always be this way. It is that imagination, that effort to see the
future in the present that I shall call “poetry” or “poetic knowledge.” I take
my lead from Aime Cesaire’s great essay “Poetry and Knowledge”...Poetic
knowledge is born in the great silence of scientific knowledge (p. 9,
emphasis in the original).
I strive for teachers to “transport to another place” via this research and
see what has been made possible by progressive social and educational
movements of yesterday and today. Educational research that draws on life
history is a tool for teachers and researchers to understand what is possible. I
feel duty-bound to engage in educational research that seeks to bridge the
theory-practice gap, which seeks both the “poetic knowledge” as well as the
“scientific knowledge.” This use of research to “imagine something different” is
vital to the future of public education, by meeting the demands of the Next
Educational Wave (The Teachers’ Loft, 2006).
The purpose of this paper is to address my specific research question:
What does a thirty-seven (37) year educational career as a teacher/teacher
leader have to tell us about the role of personal agency in teaching/teacher
leadership? Subsequent delineation of this question, after collecting and
analyzing my data has developed as follows: a) What is agency? b) How can we
as individuals access our personal agency? c) How can we enact our agency?
The phenomenon of agency is identified and described by first providing a
definition and addressing methodology considerations. The research literature is
then taken into account, with special attention to the recurring interplay between
the private, personal and individual and the public, professional and networks.
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Finally, agency is located with selected data from my dialogic interview with Dr.
Webb when she and I discussed the particular topic of agency.
In order to address the subsequent questions of access and enactment,
categories drawn from across my initial eleven (11) in-depth conversational
interviews (See Chapter 4 for the full biographical narrative) as well as selected
data from my dialogic interview with Dr. Webb specifically about agency are
presented. These categories inform how Dr. Webb accessed her own agency as
a teacher in the more private and personal spheres as well as how she enacted
her agency as a teacher leader in the more public and professional networks.
In conclusion, the integrated understanding of learning, teaching and leading
exemplified by Dr. Webb’s life in education is discussed. Highlights of the
perspectives and possibilities which can contribute to the understanding of
opportunities that support teachers in leadership roles are drawn forth.
Implications from this research and for future research are explored.
Defining Agency As Perspective
In this section I present the selected literature informing my understanding
of personal agency since the completion of my interviews with Dr. Webb.

I then

present the categories from the interviews with Dr. Webb by locating my
grounded theory of personal agency with the data from which it came. My initial
delineation of the idea of personal agency before data collection attempted to
capture the interplay between the individual and her/his context, the dynamic
quality of personal agency I sought to understand. In this review of selected
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literature I have paid special attention to the interplay between private, personal
and individual and the public, professional and networks which continued to arise
in the data as well as in the literature. For simplicity I refer to the individual when
addressing the private, personal sphere and networks when referring to the
public, professional realms.

Where I refer to community I mean the entire

constellations of particular networks in which each of us holds membership. For
example a community might include a school network, a neighborhood network,
a professional cohort, a synagogue network, and a network of childhood friends,
even if the individuals are miles away but remain a significant network.
For the purposes of this research, I define personal agency as the unique
expression of our human capacity to contribute by our individual actions and our
interactions with and within the networks in our lives.

This particular definition

has been crafted out of my own synthesis of the literature and Dr. Nettie Webb’s
words, both of which I spend the rest of this paper explicating (See Figure 2/24).
This definition intentionally focuses on the essence of personal agency as a
unique expression by each of indivdual and what it means to access and enact
our particular personal agency. To offer a global definition with data from one
instrumental case would not be methodologically sound. To do so would neither
honor the intent of life history, which draws from the particulars of life story, nor
grounded theory that builds from daily experiences. Researchers like Casey
(1993) who names her intent and Stone (2002) who identifies her gradual shift as
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a researcher from seeking how women found voice to what it meant for them to
have voice help pave the way for this type of research.
Agency as an Essential Human Struggle
Upon returning to the literature, I found the work of Bakan (1966) on which
Kegan (1982) built his early work in adult development. More than anyone else,
Bakan (1966) dedicated this one entire work to the “duality of human existence,”
which he named as “agency” and “communion”. Approximately twenty years
later, Kegan (1982) articulated “the two great yearnings of all humans that exist in
life long tension” as “ to be included” and “to be independent”. In my own initial
delineation of personal agency I named personal identity and social location as
key to understanding the complexities of the phenomenon of personal agency.
Yet in our interviews, Dr. Webb discussed an interactive stance or dynamic style,
what Kegan calls the tension, that still needed to be communicated.
Kegan (1982) offers a visual that propelled my own thinking and definition
forward. He offered “a helix of evolutionary truces” that requires what I will call a
continuous rebalancing between the pull of agency, to be independent, of the
individual, and the pull of the communion, to be included, of the network. In his
later work, Kegan (1994) addresses the realities of this dilemma in postmodern
times and makes clear that this helix representing his understanding of adult
development is both “a means to an end and an end in and of itself.”
With a deep understanding of both the times we live in becoming more
complicated and life becoming more complicated as we age, no matter what era,
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Kegan (1994) suggests that it is not until the age of forty that we can even begin
to internalize and enact what I named as the intersectionality paradigm. That we
do not have the developmental capacity to integrate multiple perspectives,
personal identities and social locations in ways that fundamentally transform us
and our understanding of epistemology by creating new versions of our own truth
is the subject for a separate debate. Of significance here is how he radically
departs from Poststructual Feminists, for he asserts we all do have our own
dominant narratives. We may understand it is not the only truth or the dominant
narrative for others but we each function with a dominant narrative. The
important question then becomes not if it exists or not, but if we can alter it as we
take in new information. Kegan argues that very few of us are able to do so. We
remain open and accepting but cannot shift from what Collins (2000) named as
the focus of epistemology, “which version of the truth will prevail,” to a focus of
creating new versions of the truth or dominant personal narratives as we
integrate new information. This assertion rings true when considering that the
most common critique of postmodern thinkers is that the very notion of no
dominant narrative is a dominant narrative itself!
Agency as a Continuous Process of Reshaping
Whether or not one is in agreement about when or how long it takes to
achieve, the idea of a human learning continuum is found in early childhood and
adult development theory, learning theory, and is reflected in teacher education
and educational research. While my grounded theory draws only on data from Dr.
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Webb’s experience, I do see this idea of personal agency as a shared aspect of
the human journey. Eisner (2006) reminds us that the notion of each individual
having something to contribute dates back to the Romantic period. He
underscores the lessons we in education can learn from the arts, like Kegan
(1982), by valuing the process as well as the product for there is much to be
learned from the means in and of themselves.
Like other educational efforts that began in the mid-sixties to mid¬
seventies, Pat Carini (1979, 2001a, 2001b) and the Prospect School and Center
for Educational Research have contributed greatly to the teacher-driven
educational movement on the East coast of the United States by perpetuating a
view of humanity that is grounded in the particular and “ever in the making”.
Rogers (2006) identifies Carini’s view of humanness as an expansion of Dewey’s
idea of “continuous”, where “her view of humanness is grounded in a
phenomenological perspective where the human being is seen as ‘continuous.’”
(p. 14) (See Figure 24).
So what pushes us to rebalance rather than simply rest in the idea of the
individual or a network location? Social identity theory (Hardiman & Jackson,
1992), particularly the understanding of the common ground of social identity
development for all people across subject position and social location put forward
in a social justice frame by Adams, Bell and Griffin (1997), offers the notion of
“internalization” and “redefinition” (See Figure 2/24) being the dynamic dance that
we as humans begin as early as age three (3) or four (4). Like a spring moving in
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all directions simultaneously, we humans are constantly, continuously grappling
with who we are as an individual in relation to a given network(s) as well as
attempting to master more integrated versions of self in relation to our complete
community of networks.
Agency as a concept from the social justice arenas evokes the rights of
each of us to enact our own values while respecting others. In this
understanding of the interconnectedness of the individual and her/his networks
we can understand the assumption that all things personal are also political.
Freire (1970) initially made this assertion for the educative purpose of liberating
each individual from internalized oppressive consciousness, or from what I would
name as internalized oppressive network experiences. Through praxis (Freire,
1970), which connects theory and practice, one can access “themselves” or as
described by sociotransformative constructivism (Rodriguez,1998), the blending
of multicultural educational practices with social constructivism to enact
strategies of personal agency.

I will now move on to the use of agency in

organizational theory to inform how to establish and maintain a healthy network
in which all members take responsibility for their role, and see the effects of their
personal agency on the whole.
Agency in Organization Theory - Seeking Balance
The work of Ford (1992) in Motivational Systems Theory offers another
perspective on personal agency. Motivational systems theory provides
conceptual clarity by integrating the wealth of motivational theories. The resulting
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framework offers both heuristic and practical utility by infusing a developmental
orientation and contends “that motivation provides the psychological foundation
for the development of human competence in everyday life” (p.16). Ford
emphasizes that what he calls personal agency beliefs, “play a particularly crucial
role in situations that are of the greatest developmental significance- those
involving challenging but attainable goals” (p.124).

Ford continues by clarifying

that personal agency beliefs are (a) only significant when there is some goal in
place, (b) most effective when the personal relevance and value is high and (c)
the dominant motivational factor once a goal has been committed to, even if
context demands focusing on “controllable short-term goals” (Barden & Ford,
1990). Inclination and capacity to commit to a goal are informed by both
personal capabilities and environmental responsiveness, what I have named the
individual, private, and personal spheres and the public, professional and
networks.
Our belief in our own capacities is key to my understanding of agency.
Motivational Systems Theory draws from Bandura’s (1977, 1986) concept of selfefficacy among other work on “personal efficacy,” “agency beliefs” and “perceived
competence.” What is important is the shift from Bandura’s (1977) early selfefficacy definition focusing on capacity to “execute the behavior required to
produce outcomes” to an acknowledged multiplicity of cognitive, social and motor
self-efficacies as being “concerned with generative capabilities, not with
component acts” (Bandura, 1986, p.397). In addition Bandura (1986) signals the
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clear warning against assuming that predictions about skill performance can be
made from generalized knowledge of personal agency beliefs. Motivational
Systems Theory explicitly acknowledges that capacity beliefs may only influence
discrete circumstances or be more pervasive depending on the scope of the
capacity. For example, a perceived inability to deal with snakes will affect fewer
circumstances than a perceived inability to deal with crowds of people.
The multiple contexts we are asked to function in influences our
expressions of personal agency and Ford (1992) identifies that “the precise
meaning of a context belief depends on the particular environmental components
relevant to that achievement” (p. 130). For example, the environment might be
incongruent with one’s agenda, biological, transactional and cognitive
capabilities, not have the material and informational resources needed or fail to
provide an emotionally supportive climate which facilitates effective functioning.
One can see then why context beliefs are sometimes referred to as “perceptions
of control” but that these beliefs are not to be confused or conflated with personal
agency beliefs (See Figure 2/24).
Finally, Ford (1992) identifies ten (10) personal agency belief patterns as
follows, with the caveat that while described in “trait-like terms” they are neither
stable or consistent qualities of people.

The Motivational Systems Theory

Taxonomy of Personal Agency Belief Patterns includes: Robust, with strong
context and capacity beliefs; Tenacious, with variable context and strong
capability beliefs; Modest, with strong context and variable capabilities beliefs;
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Vulnerable, with variable context and capacity beliefs; Accepting or Antagonistic,
with negative context and strong capabilities beliefs; Fragile, with positive context
and weak capability beliefs; Self-Doubting, with variable context and weak
capabilities beliefs; Discouraged, with negative context and variable capability
beliefs; and Hopeless, with negative context and weak capability beliefs. What
these patterns represent is an understanding of “personal and environmental
resources that can both vary across situations and change over time in
significant ways” (p. 137).
I have attended to Motivational Systems Theory not only to emphasize
the joint contribution of capacity and context beliefs that contribute to personal
agency beliefs as the “effective functioning and the mechanisms by which they
do so,” (p. 133) but it offers a balanced concept that does not obscure the
contribution of capacity with context or vice versa. This definition of personal
agency beliefs highlights the interplay between the individual’s belief in her/his
own personal capacity and her/his beliefs about the public and/or professional
context in which s/he is asked to function. By focusing on the balance and
interplay we see that hindrances and possibilities can come from either arena.
This embraces both what we each think we are capable of as well as the
environments, contexts, or social locations we operate in and form possible
locations of personal agency.
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Research Methodology and Design
In this research, my agenda is most effectively expressed through my
methodological choices. My theoretical frame of agency is paralleled by a life
history methodology.

The following text from Goodson & Sikes (2001) names

the frame life history offers:
The fundamental reason why researchers choose to use a life history
approach is because they believe that detailed, personal information about
how people have perceived and experienced things that have happened in
their lives will enable them to better understand whatever it is they are
studying (p. 91).
The following sections explicate my methodology (Bloom, 1998) and briefly
present the design of the fuller life history research as drawn to address my
particular research question about personal agency.
Influences on and Definitions of Life History
Life history research is built on the life-story of the individual(s).
Researchers who have engaged with a life history methodology describe the rich
historical context of this work (Cole & Knowles, 2001; Dollard, 1935; Goodson &
Sikes, 2001; Josselson,1993; Tierney, 2000; Watson & Watson-Franke, 1985).
All agree on the interdisciplinary nature of life history. Across disciplines, as Cole
& Knowles (2001) identify so succinctly, life history research “is based on the
fundamental assumption about the relationship of the general to the particular,
and that the general can best be understood through analysis of the particular”
(pi 3). Providing a detailed account of a specific life and the communities,
institutions and organizations that provide context are precisely my concern. This
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life history research illuminates the process of becoming a teacher leader as well
as Dr. Webb’s particular life story and personal agency.
This research with Dr. Webb is a case study design within a life
history methodology.

As is often true for case study, there has been a

tension within life history research between the representation of the
individual’s experience and the societal position or cultural role she
represents.

Indeed, it is the very tension between the particular and the

general along with the central role the individual plays in the research, that
is simultaneously the strength of life history research and a limitation
which keeps it on the margins of academic research.
For the purpose of my life history research, I defined life history as
research that goes beyond the individual personal story and situates both the
respondent’s narrative accounts and the researcher’s interpretations within a
larger context. (I understand “context “ to be the more dynamic possibilities Cole
& Knowles (2001) suggest rather than that of a traditional history.). The narrative
accounts (the complete sequence of interviews) provided by the respondent are
the life story.

Like narrative, the life story and subsequent life history use the

storied nature of lives as a cornerstone.
Participant and Setting
For this life history research, I have selected an exemplar or instrumental
case (Stake, 2000). Dr. Nettie Webb is a woman who dedicated her entire thirtyseven (37) years of professional life to work in schools until her retirement in the
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spring of 2003. She is also a lifetime member of the Greenburgh, New York
community in which she worked as a teacher, language arts coordinator, active
union member, building principal and continues to work on school board
committees and as an active community member. Dr. Nettie Webb is an African
American woman who has earned two masters degrees, one in elementary and
early childhood education and another in educational administration and
supervision. She earned her doctorate in education, focusing on language arts
teaching and curriculum, from Syracuse University.
Her academic achievements confirm her determination and highlight her
strong mind. As an African American woman administrator who has earned a
doctorate she is statistically unique. In March of 2001 (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2002) the United States census reported a total of 177
million Americans over the age or twenty-five (25). From this total population
1.2% attained doctoral degrees. The statistics for highest educational attainment
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002) for persons in Dr. Webb’s age
range, fifty (50) to fifty-nine (59) years old, were a total of 525,000 in March of
2001. Of those 525,000 doctorates earned by persons in Dr. Webb’s age range,
fifty (50) to fifty-nine (59) years old, 143,000 were earned by females and only
20,000 were earned by Blacks (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002).
The educational attainment data for Black females, twenty-five (25) years
and older, graduating from college or going on to graduate studies, has steadily
risen over the past four decades (U. S. Census Bureau, 2003) yet has only
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achieved double digits in the last decade. The following figure (see Figure 2)
provides Dr. Webb’s academic achievements by year along side the data for the
educational attainment, college graduate or more, of Black females, all females
and all Blacks as reported by year, in percentages for persons twenty-five (25)
years old and over (U. S. Census Bureau. 2003).
Table 3. Four Decades of Educational Attainment (College Graduate or
more)____
Year
Black
Dr. Webb
Blacks*
Females
Females
1966 B. A.
6.1%
1969
3.3%
5.8%
1979 M. S.
Elementary
1981 M. S.
Ed.
Administration
1990 EdD

1970

4.6%

8.1%

8.8%

1980

8.3%

12.8%

16.7%

1990

10.8%

18.4%

22.7%

*These percentages were determined by adding the data of Black Males
and Females.
The National Center for Educational Statistics (2003) comparative statistics of
female and Black graduate enrollment data from 1976 to 2000 also reflect this
increase, with 73% more females and 101.2% more Blacks enrolled in graduate
studies in 2000 than were in 1976.
According to these educational attainment statistics, Dr. Webb clearly
represents an elite portion of our country’s population and a unique number of
persons, females and Blacks in her age range that have earned doctorates.
When looking at the comparative statistics, one is able to understand Dr. Webb’s
achievement in a larger context. I was able to see, as was Dr. Webb when I
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shared these with her, how she is an example of educational achievement. I now
know that she has been on the leading edge, an exemplar of achievement for a
person, a woman and an African American. What can be learned from Dr.
Webb’s own words is what bearing this larger context has on how she defines
her success.
Data Collection and Analysis
The primary source of data collection was recorded interviews. I
interviewed my respondent on fourteen (14) separate occasions for a period of
time ranging from sixty (60) to one hundred and twenty (120) minutes. All of the
interviews took place in a location convenient to Dr. Webb, her home.
The initial phase of eleven (11) interviews was grounded in-depth
conversational interviews (Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Oakley, 1981; Seidman,
1998) guided by the previously constructed timeline. The timeline identified
milestones, institutions and key individuals in Dr. Webb’s life and acted as a
respondent/researcher co-constructed guide. By using the timeline, Dr. Webb
and I had a common point of reference during the interviews, which as Goodson
& Sikes (2001) suggested freed us from the technical details and permitted full
attention to the emerging story.
These initial “grounded conversations” (Goodson & Sikes, 2001) were semistructured formal interviews.

After the first interview, two of these phase one

interviews took place each week for five consecutive weeks. This first phase of
interviewing was informed primarily by Seidman’s (1998) concept of
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phenomenological in-depth interviewing and secondarily by my interview
questions (See Appendix A). In keeping with Seidman’s (1998) method I began
the phase one interviews with one question, “Tell me about when you first
became a teacher leader?” This opening question enabled Dr. Webb to select
the starting point for discussing her life as a teacher leader. Throughout the
interviews I requested clarification, examples and descriptions as necessary and
as the flow of the interview permitted. All eleven (11) of the phase one interviews
were completed between August 10 and December 15 of 2004 (See Chapter 3
for compete details).
Once the phase one semi-structured formal interviewing was complete, I
began analysis. The absence of Dr. Webb talking about or even mentioning
agency was striking.

Therefore the subsequent phase of dialogic interviews

began with an interview on agency. Rossman & Rallis (2003) define dialogic
interviews as “true conversations in which researcher and participant together
develop a more complex understanding of the topic” (p. 182). I engaged in more
conversational exchange in this phase of interviewing in order to delve deeper
into Dr. Webb’s understandings and ideas on my selected topics (not themes, in
fact more connective tissue between categories). The continued and disciplined
use of my researcher journal to keep track of the continued analysis as well as
the preparation for each dialogic interview was a critical component to this phase
of the interviewing.
As Oakley (1981) states, “A feminist interviewing women is by definition
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both ‘inside’ the culture and participating in that which she is observing” (p.57).

I

remained conscious as Dr. Webb and I moved into this themes-based phase and
my role became more active through questioning, conversation and analysis that
I would be operating both inside and outside the interview process. I have
chosen to present the data in a format that reflects this distinctive role.
All interviews were digitally recorded as well as transcribed verbatim by
either myself or a professional transcriber. The initial interviews were transcribed
upon completion, and whenever possible before the next interview took place.
After each interview, I listened to the interview in its entirety, created a summary
sheet of the major points of discussion and identified any resulting questions and
points needing clarification. The re-listening, the summary sheets and
transcription process not only organized the data from each interview but also
constituted my initial data analysis. The time period covered in each interview
was identified on the timeline. While at first glance it might have seemed more
streamlined to set up the interviews to address the chronological progress of the
life story, Goodson & Sikes (2001) suggested an emergent format would be more
generative. I found that inviting Dr. Webb to recount her life as she has made
sense of it along with my responsiveness and questions as the interviewer
fostered the fullness of her life story. My final review of the timeline ensured a
thorough account of the life story had been acquired. As anticipated, toward the
end of the initial interviews, themes in the data began to emerge and informed my
subsequent phase of dialogic interviews.
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Even as a novice qualitative researcher, I know how crucial effective data
management is to the research process especially when part of the data
management is analysis as well as organization. In my analysis, I made use of
several strategies for grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000; Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998) which include: (a) concurrent data collection and
analysis, (b) a two-part process for coding data, (c) utilizing comparative
methods, (d) memo writing and (e) integrating a theoretical framework.
Specifically I utilized a constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2000) as I have in my
earlier research. Constructivist grounded theory recognizes that themes do not
emerge, rather categories are constructed from the researcher’s interactions
within the field and her questions about the data. As the presentation order of
this paper suggests, I have followed Eisenhardt’s (1989) call for the review of
literature to be completed concurrently with the collection and analysis of the
data.
In the tradition of grounded theory, a researcher seeks saturation (Charmaz,
2000; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) of her topic.

While this

research is not able to reach saturation for the entire scope of teacher leadership
or personal agency, I use the notion of saturation to ensure the exhaustion of all
possible categories related to my research questions around the role of personal
agency in teaching and teacher leadership.
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Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness was established by the following techniques: (a)
prolonged engagement, (b) extensive member checking, (c) peer debriefing and
(d) researcher journal. The following provides details of each.
Prolonged Engagement
Rossman & Rallis (2003) articulate that prolonged engagement, or “being
there” by “spending substantial time” with the respondent, ensures more than just
a snap shot view. The interview sequence provided data from fourteen (14)
separate interviews over approximately a five month period. In keeping with the
notion of data saturation, I continued with the interviewing process until no new
topics emerged and the scope of the timeline had been addressed. In addition to
the prolonged engagement of the multi-phase data collection sequence, my prior
relationship with Dr. Webb and first hand personal experience in her community
contributed to my prolonged engagement.
Extensive Member Checking
Member checking provides the respondent an opportunity to review the
data and clarify anything she feels has been misinterpreted (Merriam, 1998). Dr.
Webb had the opportunity to, and did, review the data at the following times; (a)
upon initial completion of the timeline; (b) upon completion of data analysis
resulting in a complete biographical narrative in her own words and (c) upon the
completion of a manuscript. In each case I asked her to edit the text for accuracy
of representation.
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Peer Debriefing
In my previous research I have made use of a critical friend (Rossman &
Rallis, 2003) in my preparation of manuscripts. I have also had the opportunity to
make use of a peer debriefer (Merriam, 1998) to examine my findings. For this
life history, I utilized a peer debriefer throughout the data collection and initial
data analysis process in order to alert me to researcher bias and comment on the
nature of my selection of transcription material, themes and implications as they
relate to my research questions.
Researcher Journal
Finally, I made extensive use of a research journal. These journals served
as a location for me to explore and examine my questions and dilemmas as well
as expand upon my peer debriefing conversations. Most important to me, it was
a place where I could hold my strong opinions and reflect on the multiple roles
Dr. Webb and I will have had throughout this research. In fact, this was of such
importance to me that I began keeping a researcher journal during my proposal
writing process.
Naming Own Agency
This findings section draws solely from data collected during my dialogic
interview with Dr. Webb when we discussed agency directly to document how
she made sense of the topic. The phenomenological approach assumes there is
an essence to all phenomena. Through the initial interviews with Dr. Webb I
came to understand how she experienced what I thought of as agency, however,
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the topic of agency was never referenced or named by her. Intentionally my
informed consent document (See Appendix B) did not include my precise
research questions but did include the following section “integrity,” which
mentions “the role of personal agency” in order for Dr. Webb to have a more
complete sense of my intention for this life history research before interviewing
began.

The following text from the informed consent form used with Dr. Webb is

the only reference I made to “agency” until our phase two interviewing began five
(5) months later.
Integrity: My first responsibility as a researcher is to preserve your integrity
in my representation of your words, ideas and opinions.
For your
information, know my intent in conducting a life history of a teacher leader
is to: (a) to develop a picture of an extraordinary teacher leader, (b) to
examine the role of personal agency across the career of a veteran
teacher leader, (c) to expand teacher’s view of themselves and their
opportunities for leadership, (d) to better understanding what fosters and
sustains teacher leaders and (e) to remember what has been made
possible in the past and by doing so create a window to our educational
and social history. (Emphasis added).

Woven throughout the initial interviews was what fosters and sustains Dr.
Webb as a teacher leader, however, there was not a word I could see she was
using synonymously with agency. At the beginning of our interview on agency I
pointed this out and made clear that the purpose of the interview was to come to
a shared, deeper understanding of the concept of agency. Dr. Webb immediately
asked me what sense I had made of agency. A brief explanation based on a
Figure 25, prepared specifically for the interview on agency, led Dr. Webb to
respond as follows:
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I can tell you very simply what my agency is. My agency is my spiritual
background. I cannot separate anything that I do from that, and the
difference I think for me is that I do not proselytize. I do believe that by
demonstration of what it is that you believe, and [by] what you do will be
that kind of model. There is an expression that is often used, “Either you
are going to talk the talk, or walk the walk”... I do not just talk the talk. I
believe in walking the walk.
For Dr. Webb agency was and is spiritual life, practiced over time. Dr.
Webb did not hesitate to identify what agency was to her, yet immediately
delineated the integrated, personal nature of agency. In addition, she
makes plain her chosen way to exercise her agency publicly, which is by
action rather than words. Yet at any given moment her talk in combination
with her walk provides the rest of the world with her composite stance, one
that is dynamic precisely because it reflects the integrated interactions of
Dr. Webb and her current situation(s).
Dr. Webb broadens this idea of stance by articulating that her “style” is
what has worked for her and that she has confidence in it because it has been
validated over time.
...I have always been described as a person who is very diplomatic
because I do not have to scream and yell and do. My style has worked for
me, and so in looking at what you are saying here as far as agency is
concerned, to me it really is [that] I have been able to validate the way in
which I operate. Everybody has their own way of operating. ...I can
confront. But confront in a way that allows each person to...agree to
disagree. That to me is very important and it was something that I had to
learn. That not everybody is going to agree.... And I may not particularly
like your disagreeing with me, (laugh) but, I can understand it.
As she continues, Dr. Webb clarifies that a spiritual life, practiced over time, does
not need to be everyone’s expression of agency- a common fear of non-
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Christians. Nor is her spirituality equivalent to a passive, compliant, nonconfrontational stance- a common misinterpretation of a “good Christian”. What
Dr. Webb offers here is a graceful construct that allows her to act out her beliefs,
respect that others have their own beliefs and stand up for her own while leaving
enough room for everyone to “sort of walk away,” to have their dignity. This
expression of agency is a working construction of agency crafted over time
through experience and reflection. This is an integrated construct that includes
personal stance and style. Dr. Webb’s personal agency weaves across and
together her private and public lives, which she differentiated from personal and
professional as the interview continued.
Earlier Dr. Webb noted that to proselytize would be to assert her personal
beliefs in a professional realm. Yet her actions, public and private, are guided by
her beliefs and chosen style. Indeed to not follow her own beliefs is simply not a
choice, which locates her challenge with maintaining her integrity both personally
and professionally. Personally, Dr. Webb is not duty bound to interact with
anyone, while professionally, especially in more public, leadership positions, she
was called upon to be true to her own beliefs as well as find enough common
respect with others in order to “agree to disagree.”

Now, here is the other part of it that really is interesting. If we are so
distant in our thinking, I can dislike that person and not want to really
interact with that person on a personal level...but professionally I can. And
that’s where I have been able to make my separation. Because I can work
with anybody professionally. Personally, if we are so completely different
philosophically, you will not come into my personal space. ...Because that
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Figure 25. Visual for Interview on Agency, After Initial Interview
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to me is to thine own self be true. I have to be true to myself. But it does
not prevent me from being the professional who is the leader and has to
really deal with all kinds of people and all kinds of personalities. That I
think is really very important. And that is a very hard, that is a very hard
walk but for me it has been easy in the sense that I have to be true to my
own [personal and professional] beliefs.
...in my dealings with people, ...I have learned how to keep my own
council. And that is a part of it as well. I have to do that self-talk. Is this
something that I want to do or something that I do not want to do? And if it
is not comfortable, I am not going to force myself into any situations that
are going to make me uncomfortable-personally uncomfortable.
The ability to “keep my own council” provides Dr. Webb with a consistent,
ever-ready resource as she engages in personal and professional life across the
private and public spectrum.

One can see here the parallels between her

steadfast and steady beliefs and her ability to engage in “self-talk.” If Dr. Webb’s
beliefs are her vision of how she will contribute, her map if you will, then her self¬
talk is pausing to locate herself, check her bearings and affirm both her route and
destination.
As Dr. Webb continues, she makes clear that she is talking about more
that the generic human capacity of free will and choice. For Dr. Webb the gift
given to her is the ability to discern which choice to make, the possession of
clarity about how to proceed.
I do know sometimes it’s just a gut reaction that something is not right and
those are the things that I will go to the mat for. Now, I guess the question
is, what is it that will make me go to the mat? Well, there are some things
that for me are absolute rights and wrongs.... Through the research I can
take a stance and say yes, these are the things I am going to go to the
mat about.... There still are some visceral responses and that visceral
response is maybe my spirit that just says that it is absolutely wrong. And
I cannot sit back and watch it continue to happen. ...that is the spiritual
part. It’s the knowing, it’s the ability to discern what is right and what is
wrong. And in my faith, one of the things we talk about, the gifts that you
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are given....I have the gift of discernment. That is a gift of the Holy
Spirit...Everybody has different ones. That is what has really moved me
through my life, that I know...we have choice. To do this, to go to the right
or go to the left, that ability to discern the right from the wrong.
Thus agency becomes more than the mere capacity to choose, and informs,
even guides the daily choices made.

For Dr. Webb “the spiritual part” is

simultaneously the call to take action when confronted with injustice and “wrongs”
as well as a calling to use the gifts you have been given, a call that in the spiritual
realm is not permissible to ignore.

As Dr. Webb explained to me, in layman’s

term one might experience “a gut reaction” or “feeling” that can be taken into
account. And one may see a range of choices about when to contribute and how
to be in the world. However, as Dr. Webb has made meaning of it, ultimately
there is no sensible choice but to follow the guidance of her higher power about
how and when to act. It is an unacceptable option to not answer her calling or
not use her gift of discernment to contribute.
This gift of discernment...has allowed me to be able to see through some
things that I might not have been able to see through or work through. But
that I would trust that I am being lead by what I know is important for me.
This idea of a gift to be able to navigate among the choices offers a level
of clarity that is beyond having just the capacity to choose a path, but to know
what is right or wrong for her in order to proceed on her particular path. With this
level of clarity and confidence one can rapidly move past the choosing to take
action and enact the beliefs and values that inform the choice. The idea of
moving past the general capacity to make choices, toward a defined stance and
style, resonates with my own initial definition of agency as ability put into action.
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As we concluded our first portion of the interview on agency, Dr. Webb said,
“...this whole idea of agency, [there is] no question. It is that stance. It is a way,
what each of us, uniquely contributes.
In conclusion, Dr. Webb has named her spiritual beliefs and practice,
brought forth from her spiritual background, as her agency. While this is an
integrated construct, she delineated her personal and professional expressions of
it and made clear she “had to learn” to “agree to disagree.”
You grow through your experiences. I am looking at myself now at 61
(laugh) and then thinking back, but basically the more positive experiences
you have, the more confirmation you have that what you are doing is
headed in the right direction.

Her ability for self-counsel, trusted gut responses and her gift of discernment not
only enables Dr. Webb to make a choice, to choose from “right and wrong,” but to
have unwavering confidence in her gift as a choice-maker.
This articulated sense of personal agency about her own choices fosters
her strength to move beyond the private and personal and into the more public
and broader professional areas of work. This is in part due to her faith that it is
not her, working alone, it is each of us. Dr. Webb in a perfectly metaphoric
gesture includes others’ individualized graceful constructs as “what each of us
uniquely contributes.”
In the next section I present four categories from the life story data that
explicate how Dr. Webb, utilizing her various subject positions, drew continued
capacity for her work as an individual from networks across her social locations.
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The interaction between the individual and the networks has the potential to
leave both changed.
The Role of Personal Agency In Teaching and Teacher Leadership
In this findings section my overarching research question, “What does a
thirty-seven (37) year educational career as a teacher/teacher leader have to tell
us about the role of personal agency in teaching/teacher leadership?” is
addressed through selected grounded theory categories from Dr. Webb’s life
history. What Dr. Webb’s life work has to tell us about the role of personal
agency in teaching/teacher leadership is that personal agency is both individually
defined as well as fostered and curtailed by the networks in which she
participated as a given individual. All four of the categories discussed in this
section: (a) Risk is in the Eye of the Beholder, (b) Credibility: An Integrated
Understanding, (c) Challenges: “Who Ever Said It Was Going To Be Easy” and
(d) Feedback as a Desired Professional Responsibility, provide Dr. Webb as the
individual a necessary perspective brought about by the other individuals and her
involvement in a given network. Each of the four categories act as grounding, to
promote or curb, the individualized sense of agency by keeping present the
larger network(s).
Risk is in the Eye of the Beholder
This category of risk makes visible the individual ability to choose certain
actions or reject them. Dr. Webb’s choices were informed by the risk she
perceived. I carefully use the word perceived here not to imply that someone
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other than Dr. Webb has a more accurate perception of the risk, but to
underscore that the only relevant assessment of risk is the one done by the
person who will take the action. Thus I might evaluate each move to a new
position which made Dr. Webb’s work more public as including great risks taken.
What Dr. Webb made clear during our second interview was that the greatest
risks to her were those that required giving up the financial security of a tenure
area.
...I looked back at my resume and it is every eight years that I was
making a change. ...I went from one tenure area to another tenure area to
another tenure area. I have had three tenures in my career. Three.
Which is a lot. ...These were major changes. ...what I realize now, is that
I really was a risk taker. First of all, the risk of going and meeting with a
group of parents at those cottage meetings. To risk to become involved in
that open classroom and not really know [first hand, as] I was one of the
few people who had not traveled to see the integrated day in London. I
was going at it because this seemed to be something that was exciting
that I would want to become a part of. And then to risk applying for the
reading position, [when] I could have been very comfortable staying with
that third grade class. But here was an opportunity to do something else
and to accept another challenge. Looking back, I think with whatever it
was that I have done, I have not been afraid to accept challenges. The
challenges have no question been challenges.

Dr. Webb’s realizations now come upon reflection and with the clarity of
hindsight. In the moment she embraced the excitement, the opportunity and
challenge. The idea of the risk, as she or others around her may have perceived
it, did not curtail her desire or ability to act. In Dr. Webb’s words we can glimpse
the excitement of the moment, which de-emphasized the risk. This next excerpt
from interview two illuminates how it is Dr. Webb’s stance in the world as well as
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the spirit of the moment which made it possible for her to take risks in part by
seeing them as challenges to face and opportunities to embrace.
I am going to fast forward to [right] now. What I realized is that I am
only limited by my own fears. I would only be limited by my own fears.
You get to a point where you realize if you risk, you risk. ...you will just
continue to accept those challenges and the challenges are not maybe so
big after all. You have to know that it is not going to be easy. I do not
think that anything has ever been easy but I do know that I think I have the
self-confidence enough, now, to just step out and do whatever. Because
now [that I am retired] it is a matter of I can choose to do it, or I can
choose not to do it. And that is a very comfortable feeling. Not that I would
not have trepidation. But I know... I would be successful, whatever that
means..., I would be able to do...the job. Because I know that I have the
motivation that will make sure that whatever I do is reflective of what I
stand for. And if I stand for what is important and stand for what might be
considered that perfection..., it will not be, Fess used the expression,
“half-stepping”. I would make the full step. I would just go.
One should note how Dr. Webb is simultaneously naming the
accumulative wisdom of now understanding her actions as only being limited by
her own fears and the comforting feeling of having the broad choices that
retirement brings. Her self-confidence, her sense of individual agency, is in
balance with the larger context of people and networks precisely because she
understands it as a reflection of what she stands for and what she can contribute
to the larger context rather than it stemming from an illusion of personal
omnipotence. Dr. Webb recognizes what she stands for might be seen as high,
even “perfection,” however makes clear such is the “full step” she is inclined to
take. She is not afraid to reach for her own standards, embracing her own ability
to choose when and how far to step.
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Dr. Webb’s willingness to step out was echoed again in two distinct
selections from interview seven that follow. Her life-long stance as a challenge
seeker, opportunity embracer and life-long learner, more than a decade beyond
achieving her highest academic degree, makes evident her understanding of
each “pinnacle” also being another beginning. She finds yet another opportunity
to share what she has learned and another challenge to continue learning.
I do not ever feel that I know it all. That is why learning something new is
absolutely exciting, even now in my [first year of] retirement. Because
once you are completed you are done. And I do not think I am done by
any stretch of the imagination. (Laughing) I have got a long way to go. I
want to have a long way to go. What I will end up doing I do not know but
I do know that there is still excitement about learning something and
sharing that knowledge. That is the other part of it [the excitement], really
having the opportunity to share.self-actualized means, to me, you
have reached the pinnacle. Well I have not reached the pinnacle yet. I
have not. I may have reached the pinnacle as far as my degree is
concerned, but I still have not reached the pinnacle of what I have to learn
and to share.
...[Being a risk taker] is not being stagnant. It is moving forward,
it’s taking advantage of opportunities that present themselves. And the
excitement about...in and doing something that I love. I want always to be
an educator. So what does that mean to me? It means that I am doing
something that I have always wanted to do. So why would I not take
advantage of some of these opportunities that have presented
themselves. I have always considered myself a life-long learner. ...I love
learning. I love it. I just love it. And so putting myself in the position of
having these opportunities available for me, I think it is really important.
...I think, there are some opportunities that would come without risk. But
there are some opportunities that you have to go for.
Through her recognition of one pinnacle being another beginning, we
understand the wholeness, the completeness, the integrity, the integrated
understanding with which Dr. Webb sees her life and life work. One
accomplishment better prepares her “to learn and to share” across her entire life,
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a life filled with various relationships and multiple networks. While Dr. Webb
certainly celebrates her achievements in any particular social location, she
maintains an understanding of herself as the whole of the intersecting social
locations. In this way there are bound to be risks and benefits to any and all
situations when seen with such completeness.
Drawing from my earlier explanation of the intersectionality paradigm, this
integrated version of self enables Dr. Webb to transfer, if you will, lessons across
experiences, roles, versions of self, to inform her risk assessment. Of equal
importance to being able to transfer these lessons is also the ability to transfer
the sense of personal capacity and confidence or agency in order to act in the
face of risk. This next section from interview eight makes vivid how Dr. Webb
draws on her earned accomplishments as a consumer of research, an
experienced early childhood educator including three decades in the classroom,
from her reputation as a community member and as an educator among the
parents as well as the teachers. This cumulative, intersecting authority not only
informs risk but establishes respect and then establishes credibility over time.

You know, some people will talk a good game about what they
would like to do and kind of yes you to death, but then when it comes to
actually putting something into place it is a very different story. ...I
think...[many people did not make] disagreements to my face because
they knew that I was grounded in the research about what was important
for young children. And they could not refute that. They could not refute
that so they did not want to get into a debate with me. I know that. They
would not [get into a debate with me]. If anything, they would agree and,
“Yes, you know, we have got to do this” but they would not get into a
debate with me. (Laugh) No they would not.
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...The other part of it is that they knew, or they know, my history in this
district. They also know my reputation, not only among parents but among
teachers as well. [Sure there are] some teachers who I am sure would be
ready and willing to vilify anything that I stood for because it went against
what they believed in. But having had enough contact with many of the
teachers who knew the quality of my work. Whether they would agree
with what it was that I was [standing for or not], they knew that I was
standing on solid ground. That I know. I know that there is a healthy
respect for my work over the years.

Credibility: An Integrated Understanding
This category of credibility reinforces the necessary interplay between the
individual and her networks. For Dr. Webb to establish and maintain credibility
as a teacher/teacher leader she had to have the respect of her colleagues, the
parents, and fellow community members. Establishing credibility was not
something she could do alone in a vacuum. In her case her colleagues spanned
local, state and national circles. Due to the number of decades she committed to
the same community, she often had credibility across three generations of the
same family by having the grandchildren of the parents she engaged as a young
teacher two decades earlier. And having lived her entire life in the area, almost
every network Dr. Webb was a part of circled back to the community. Be it
church, professional networks, places of work, her medical doctors or the grocery
store just about everything was woven into the community where she chose to
work and live.
This reality prevented Dr. Webb from maintaining totally separate and
isolated professional and social locations, yet the interwoven networks also
provided her more locations of authority and a more integrated credibility or
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greater cross-location integrity. While the spill-over certainly worked both ways,
Dr. Webb’s reputation in general created more common ground and possibilities
than obstacles. As you can see in this data from interviews four, eleven and
nine, respectively, each potential spill-over was also a new testing ground for her
and her credibility among the larger community networks. Each new role
required her to prove herself again in a new capacity. This amalgamation of data
makes particularly visible how Dr. Webb relates her own credibility to her
effectiveness as a leader.
I think my first year...as a principal, [for] the teachers with whom I
worked...the whole issue [was one] of credibility. ..that was a deciding
year for me. During the interview [for principal], I had said if there was
some stance[s] that needed to be taken, whether they were popular [or]
unpopular...I would do it. They also knew [me as] being a credible
teacher because I had been the language arts coordinator. [I] had done
the demonstration lessons and always talked about a high standard of
performance. They also knew that if there was a colleague who needed to
be spoken to about some issues, that I was going to speak to that
colleague, colleague-to-colleague...those kinds of things had already been
demonstrated. Now the question was, would that transfer over into the
principalship? Would I really be able to be objective yet fair in dealing with
staff members?
And the first year that I was principal, ...one
teacher...she really was not communicating with the children. She was
teaching at them and not to them. ...[She was] very disconnected in her
interactions with the children. It took a while to really tease that out, but
the more I sat and the more I observed, the more I realized something is
not connecting with this teacher. And of course, the teachers in the
building knew that this teacher was dysfunctional. ...They just knew it.
...They knew...even though no one said anything to me, I know that they
were sitting back and watching, “What will she do?”
... I was not really discouraged before the principalship. ...Thinking
about the other positions, the reading consultant position, the language
arts coordinator, the teacher colleague positions [through the Union],
those were satisfying because it was about helping change to occur. But
during those particular situations, what was really very important for me
was having the opportunity to build up some credibility with colleagues.
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Because that is what helped me to have the kind of impact that I had as a
building principal.

As Dr. Webb revealed during our fourth interview, she made clear that it was not
only about proving herself to others in the given networks and the community at
large but a test of what she believed in; a test for her to enact what she had said
and believed to be right. It is with great weight that Dr. Webb named the fortitude
and cost in taking the most difficult stances.
...here was a teacher who had had excellent prior evaluations from the
former building principal and an outside evaluator and this was going to be
her tenure year. But I had to document what was not happening. That
[documenting] was a critical piece.... Do what you say you believe in. Do
not just give lip service. And it was a hard stance to take particularly
knowing that this teacher was in a tenure year. That was very traumatic.
That was very traumatic for me.
In a stellar example of considering others in the network, even while under
her own diress, Dr. Webb concluded this section of interview four by naming the
needs of the teacher in question.
retelling she says “we” not

As she does so, it is noteworthy that in the

“I” locating this challenge and honoring of human

dignity as a cooperative effort between herself and the teacher in question.
...it was also important in the way in which I was working with her
that she [the teacher in question] still have the ability to do the job...for the
rest of the year. Yes. ...But also have her understand and recognize
that...yes, she needed to complete this year, but there would not be a next
year. ...leaving her with some dignity that would allow her to be able to
function in that way as well...was critical. That was absolutely critical. Of
course, during that time all of the recommendations for tenure had to be in
by the beginning of March so we had to get through March, April, May and
June. But we were able to do that. Yes. We had to do that.
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Thus far most of Dr. Webb’s talk about credibility acknowledges internal
and external challenges. While I will address challenges in the next section, the
section would not be representative without the following data from interview nine
when Dr. Webb named the credibility and the satisfaction accrued as “important”
as well as the fun that permitted her to continue “going, doing and growing.”
...a part of the satisfaction [was] knowing that there was credibility
to the work that was being done and the discussions that were being held.
There was tremendous carryover [from my previous roles] as far as the
principalship was concerned. ...For example, in the language arts
coordinator’s position, there were many staff development workshops
where people would [be]...out of the classroom. ...It was theory, where
was the practice?
And what the teachers had expressed was a
frustration... “you are telling me about it, but show me. Show me how this
is supposed to occur.” ...To really show, to get up and demonstrate, what
it was that we were talking about. ...I had been in classrooms across the
entire district. I had been in their classrooms and I had helped them
through many processes. So that was really something very important.
...Some of the fun that I would have is if a teacher needed to go
someplace, ! could say, “Well, I will teach the class....” [For example]
when we had the teachers observing teachers, I covered classes while a
teacher would go observe another teacher. ...that was some of the fun.
When there was the time...earlier when I was doing that, there was more
time. ... I like to be in there doing, I am a doer. That is the other part of
the leader, you have to be a doer. You have to do. You have to keep
going and doing and growing.

Challenges: “Who Ever Said It Was Going To Be Easy”
Part of the trustworthiness of my interview data lies in the saturation of my
topic, Dr. Webb’s life. This is evidenced by the fact that the data for this category
of challenges was shared. As Dr. Webb said, “Who ever said this was going to
be easy?” This section brings to the fore the challenges that life and leadership
brought for Dr. Webb. Throughout the eleven interviews she spoke of these
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challenges, thus this section incorporates data from interviews three, four, five,
six and seven.
In our third interview, Dr. Webb named the choice to lead but then makes
clear in the rest of the sections how she must not be a sideline critic but take
action. When connected to what we know about her sense of personal agency,
the choice to lead becomes secondary to the call for action.
I do not like some of what I see so here is the question, “What are
you going to do? Are you going to sit back and be like everybody else?
Criticize? Criticize! Criticize or are you going to do something about it?”
Because that is the choice. That is the choice you have.
As interview three continues, we hear Dr. Webb dealing with the isolation
of leadership, even the need to do battle. In the face of this intensity of challenge,
we see how more than any consequence of doing battle is her imperative, the
calling, to stand up for what she believes in. Blending vision and belief with
wisdom, Dr. Webb quickly states the need to choose the battles and focus her
energy on what is most important to her.
...I have been in some serious battles over the past three years
with some of the thinking and some of the ideas [in the district].
There is no question. It [leading] is battle. And I do not see battle
as a negative. It is standing up for what you believe in. And if you really
are committed you will go to the mat. ...But I choose my battles as a
leader. ...you have to know what are the things that you really want to put
your energy into. Because [otherwise] you can be so combative that you
end up dissipating all of that energy....
With this clarity, Dr. Webb then names a dilemma within the challenge.
The reality of grappling with less able and willing colleagues, in particular
“superiors” who stifle the direction of her leadership, is a “frustration.” She offers
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the particular example of the battle around testing in the early grades and the
divergent understandings she and her colleagues hold. Without a common
understanding and language, she asks pointedly, “What is the talk about?” In
other words, how can the talk be productive, produce any action and change for
the children?
But here is the dilemma. The dilemma is being respectful of a
person...see, it is difficult for me to be rudely critical.... Because there are
some people who will “yes” you to death when they have no intention of
doing anything that you want. The dilemma for me is how to deal with
people like that and that is a part of the frustration.
Case in point with the superintendent [and] with the first grade
testing.
I provided her/him with what I would consider volumes of
research. S/he could have cared. S/he had already made up her/his mind
because if s/he really read what I shared with her/him, it would have been
an eye opener. It would have absolutely been an eye opener and at least
we would have had an opportunity to have a dialogue. There was no
dialogue. ...It is like parallel play.
...Most central office administrators have a strong upper
elementary high school background. Very little understanding of what the
beginnings are...so test, test, test, test, test.... A part of my frustration
was maybe not having the ability to articulate in specific enough or, I
should say, in language that would have helped them to see what the
connections are and were. But it takes time.
And the design of the
[administrative] meetings do not allow for that kind of articulation. Very
surface level...never focused on any one area. We were all over the
place. You cannot have that continuous thread, they talk about the
continuous thread, if there is not an opportunity to have that
[communication] happen. Then, what is all the talk about? What is the
talk about?
Further interview data around the re-occuring topic of the administrative
culture and leadership style makes evident the challenge of working in two
totally different paradigms. To work collaboratively and assume each person
has knowledge to contribute to the collective work at the school level and then to
be part of a top-down district-wide administrative culture was a constant wear on
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Dr. Webb. This reality, along with the emotional response of some due to her
credibility and long history, made strenghts in the school location seem a threat
or even deficiencies in the administrative circle.

Part of how Dr. Webb

navigated the different terrain was through the kind of self-assessment and
reflection she voices in this excerpt.
You are having a conversation...with educators who are supposed
to be knowledgeable. And I am not saying that you have to know
everything about everything, but at least tap into the resources that you
have. That is one of the reasons why at our [Kindergarten and First Grade
School l]...was looking and going to those people who had knowledge
about the different areas. You tap into the resources. My frustration was I
did not feel that there was respect given for the history that I had in the
district, the information or the expertise, I think there’s a tremendous
amount of jealousy that happens. Or just plain ignorance.
You [the
administrative leadership of the district] have to have some background
yourself.
... I sometimes question myself as to whether or not I have all the
answers, because who is to say that I am right? I am literate in my field
and that I can acknowledge very clearly because I have done the
research. I have done the reading. ...I am not questioning because I
want to question, I am questioning because I have done the homework.
That is the part of what bothered me because I do not think that some of
these people [in the district] are as knowledgeable about certain
aspects...as I am. That is my frustration.

In making clear the need for a distinction between personal and
professional dilemmas, Dr. Webb articulates the formal position as being where
the challenges arose. The particular role of principal separated her in new ways
and made the personal and professional less congruent.
...I think the majority of it [this frustration] is as a leader because of
the [former] positions that I have had.
It is the professional
[demands]....when it came to making a decision between my professional
responsibilities and my personal relationship, I had to go with the
professional. I absolutely had to.
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While Dr. Webb is steadied by her understanding of what is important for young
children she acknowledges that her clarity does not eliminate the painful trials of
leadership.
And it was not difficult for me to make that separation. It was not difficult
but it was...painful. ...there was a lot of emotion that was involved in it
[the principalship]. ...having to deal with some of the teachers, that I had
personal relationships with. But [even] if I did I had to make a decision
about what was important for the children.
That is what happened with a couple of people who felt that I forced
them to retire. They had to retire because they were no longer doing the
kinds of things that were beneficial to the children in their care. ...that was
emotionally draining because to try to be as objective as possible without
letting my subjective feelings get in.... Because I consider myself a
sympathetic, empathetic person, I really do. But I could not allow that part
of me to really interfere with what needed to be done. But also to... leave
those [retiring] people with some dignity-- even though they bad-mouthed
me. ...They did a job on me! They badmouthed me but...I have broad
shoulders, you know. That was real hard. It was real hard.
As Dr. Webb continues she names the locus of her personal agency, not
in the attempts or ability to control what will happen, for she leaves that to a
higher power. Nor is it in attempting to ensure her path is smooth or easy, rather
to have the capacity to deal with the mix of challenges that are certain to come
and deal with them with the most integrity possible at the time.
...Whoever said it was going to be easy? There are going to be
trials and tribulations no matter what you are like and it is how you deal
with those trials and tribulations. If you look at them as making you
stronger, because I do think that with what I have come through, it has
made me stronger. Then you realize that you continue to grow as a result.
And how does growth occur? Growth does not necessarily occur when
everything is going perfectly well...[sometimes there is] a little bit of pain.
There has to be a little bit of suffering. There has to be a little tension and
when you come through it you realize you have learned something from it.
Once again Dr. Webb returns to her overarching quest for growth; growth
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through credibility and growth through challenges. And in this next section we
will hear her talk about the centrality of feedback in order for such growth to
occur.
Feedback as a Desired Professional Responsibility
This category above all the others addresses the connective tissue
between the individual and her/his networks. In the initial minutes of interview
one, Dr. Webb named feedback as one of the most important elements and
responsibilities of being a teacher and teacher leader.
[Feedback] was always something that was really very serious for
me.... When I became the reading consultant, I had to spend time
interacting with teachers and giving them feedback about what was
happening with their children. But I also realized that the kind of feedback
that I gave had to be the kind...that was not going to be threatening [but]
that would help them help the children.... That really would be what I
would consider the beginnings of my teacher leader role. Because I had
to be able to understand that I was dealing with another human being.
And I know how I felt when someone would give me feedback. It was the
way in which that feedback was given. We always talk about giving
constructive criticism, but you can give criticism in a way that will make
people feel very, very uncomfortable even if it is called “constructive.”

This initial data marks the stance of a teacher leader, principal, evaluator thinking
about how to address children’s learning, how the delivery of the feedback could
most effectively and expediently serve the children’s learning. The
conceptualization of the role and responsibility of teacher leader as beyond the
goal or task and about the relationships with other individuals towards the
common goal of children’s learning comes through unequivocally.

Her ability to

self-validate the importance of feedback and the attention that needs to be paid
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to how feedback is delivered draws directly from her own lived experience and a
sense of caring about the other adults as well as children she was dealing with in
her teacher leader role.
As our interviewing progressed I began to hear a theme emerging—the
importance of a communication loop. Repeatedly Dr. Webb emphasized the
importance of communication as a vehicle for information that makes visible and
inspires growth, not using information over or on people as a vehicle of power, to
threaten or unnerve. After careful analysis, I confirmed both her ideas and her
language as feedback. What follows are a few selected places in interviews four,
five and six which when brought together exhibit feedback being an essential
tenet of learning, teaching, growth and leadership for Dr. Webb.
...it is important for all of the staff members to be able to
communicate with each other on a professional level.
There is a
difference between people having personal relationships and professional
relationships. And sometimes we get bogged down...in the personal. ...I
do believe that we can have a professional relationship with our
colleagues where we are talking about the kinds of things that are going to
make the environment as comfortable as possible for the adults and the
children as we possibly can. And having that professional relationship
means that if there are opportunities for colleagues to work together, that
they can come together in spite of their interpersonal relationships.
Because you are not going to have everyone loving everyone else. That is
not going to happen. It would be wonderful if it did, but for me it is
important that you at least have some respect for your colleagues.
The importance Dr. Webb placed on communication as a professional tool
to identify as well as build knowledge in her school is paramount. Her distinction
of a professional skill rather than a personal option promotes the flow of
communication among the entire school of colleagues and rises above
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interpersonal breakdowns.

As she continued, Dr. Webb made an interesting

emphasis on the effective outcomes of such communication on the culture and
effectiveness of the school. It is clear from her own words she not only values
the process or means, but also the product and end.
...This [communication] really gives everyone an opportunity to be
thinking in a very different kind of way. To really be mature in their
behavior because that is really what it comes down to (laugh). And what
people do on their own personal time is their own personal time. But what
is absolutely critical for me is having the staff members at least have
enough respect for each other that they would be willing to hear what the
other has to say. And I think that goes back again to building that culture
in which the expectation is that we are all a part of this. We are all in this
together and we have some responsibilities to each other, to really allow
for the dialogue to occur. So we are all working for the success of the
school. The success of the children. And we are here for the children.
...[But] you have to model it. It has to be modeled. ...It is not lip service.
It is showing. You have got to show me.
To her credit, Dr. Webb did not exempt herself from the feedback
loop.

Indeed in these two distinct sections of interviews she is quite

articulate at naming for herself and others that feedback is more than
compliments.

While intended as information to support growth, it is

essential that

it

is detailed

and

specific

information

grounded

in

observation.
I remember being a classroom teacher and saying, “I wanted
feedback, I needed feedback”. How was I supposed to grow if someone
could not give me feedback? It goes back to...teaching being such an
isolating profession. I would get really upset, because there were a couple
of times when a principal would say to me, “Well come in and tell me what
you have done”. And that would be the evaluation. Not come into my
classroom. Now, I could accept it as a compliment...but I also needed the
specificity.
What was I doing that was making a difference for the
children? What feedback could you give me about what I was doing that
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made me have the reputation that I had? Everybody needs to get
feedback. I wanted feedback.
I wanted to get feedback because I wanted to grow professionally.
...that is why when I would do the feedback for the observations...it was
not, “I think you are doing a good job. You are doing a good job”. What
does that mean? Those are just words. ...What specifically? ... You
need to be very specific in giving feedback.
With her consistent capacity to attend to herself and her responsibilities in
the network and larger community, Dr. Webb makes plain what responsibilities
came with her role and authority as principal instructor of the Kindergarten and
First grade school. Her clarity and conviction about her intent and goal helped
her face challenges from other stakeholders, in this case the teachers’ union.
...I also recognize that the buck did stop with me [as principal]. ...I
remember the year that I had decided to do some informal observations
and a question was raised on the part of the union, should I be able to do
that? Or could I do it? And my position was, “You better believe I could
do it and should do it. That is my job, my job”. ...that became a challenge
from the union.
That was my job to really be the second pair of eyes in a sense, in
that classroom. I looked at it that way, not only to give feedback to the
teachers so that they would really be able to reflect on what it was they
were doing. Because teachers have to make so many decisions over the
course of the day, you do not get a chance to process everything that is
happening. But having that second pair of eyes helps you to begin to look
a little bit more critically at what you are doing. And critically, not in a
criticizing way, but really in a constructive way. Because how do you get a
chance to think about what you are doing or how you are doing it? ...I
have even had teachers ask me to come in to observe what is happening.
That to me was such a wonderful trust walk because there was not the
threat of “Oh if I get some feedback then I am in real trouble”. No, it was,
“Something is not happening with this group and I need to know what I
might be able to do”. That is an important part of being an evaluator, or a
supervisor, that there is a trust level.
The same way teachers need feedback, principal’s need feedback
too.
That is the other part of what I would have welcomed, a
superintendent who would come in to get the pulse of the building, “What’s
happening here?” So you have to have that on-going dialogue no matter
what level you are on. And, because teachers are leaders. They are
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leaders in their classrooms. Principals are leaders.... Superintendents
are leaders.... Everyone needs to have some feedback no matter what.

The latter part of this quote captures in words the tireless quest for
learning and growth of a life-long learner, an eager mind, open heart, generous
soul excited by what new information is to be learned and perspectives shared in
communities of collective work and in the context of relationships of trust. These
aspects Dr. Webb has named as both why and how we all need feedback
illuminate the common human adventures of learning, adventures one would
never hope to out grow.
In the following conclusion, I discuss the integrated understanding of
learning, teaching and leading exemplified by Dr. Webb’s life in education. I then
close with the implications of highlighting the perspectives and possibilities that
contribute to the understanding of opportunities that support teachers in
leadership roles.
Discussion of Integrated Understandings
Whatever an individual’s personal expression of agency, understanding
these grounded theory categories of risk, credibility, challenges and feedback
can serve to support teachers and teacher leaders. The understanding that each
person will define his or her own expression, as Dr. Webb did with her spiritual
life practiced over time, does not preclude our ability as teacher leaders and
educators to support each individual in accessing her/his personal agency and
enacting it in her/his networks. However, in order to do so while leaving room for
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each of our unique abilities to contribute, we are compelled to accept the
assumption that the pursuit of personal agency is dynamic and ongoing for each
of us. This key assumption not only speaks from a strength-based perspective of
the individual but to an integrated understanding of the individual’s subject
position(s) as they are located in social network(s). This continuousness (Rogers,
2006; Carini, 1979, 2001a) of personal agency, I suggest, fosters the ever¬
present possibility and potential in each of us. Dr. Webb would identify this as
faith in the events unfolding and in our larger human capacity. This sense of
integrity, literally seeking integration, dissipates the lines between learning,
teaching and leading, and employs all such engagements to support the
essential human quest for personal agency, an elusive end-point and yet an
ever-present process, process Dr. Webb and her life work exemplify.
I turn now to briefly revisit the four categories and selected literature for a
more integrated understanding of how each can support teachers and teacher
leaders. The category of risk from Dr. Webb’s life work provides an illustrative
example of Ford’s (1992) personal agency beliefs.

Dr. Webb’s ability to maintain

belief in her own capacity as well as assess the context speaks to her personal
agency grounded in the larger community of her life. It is from this type of dual
grounding that we see her increased courage to take risk, to not be afraid to fulfill
her vision across networks, and that all is buttressed by the integration of her
faith across her life.
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The category of credibility reflects the phenomenological essence of the
human experience of agency, the individual sense of capacity and the network
clout to proceed. The co-existence of both the internal and external credibility
cannot be undervalued, for this co-existence is what is necessary in order to
move forward in one’s own learning and teaching while simultaneously
embracing leadership opportunities offered in a network. I consciously use the
word “offered” here for there are individuals who feel they have the capacity to
lead, but without recognition from followers in the network they often work
without, even against, the collective capacity to contribute. Thus this category
makes particularly visible the interplay between the individual and the network(s)
necessary for a dynamic, non-static, integrated co-existence, which supports
agency. I offer both Rodriguez’s (1998) sociotransformative constructivism, a
weaving of the clout of two theoretical bases (multicultural education and social
constructivism) in service to more equitable pedagogy as well as Freire’s (1970)
understanding of praxis (theory combined with practice) as other examples of
distinct parts which when linked create a totally new way of thinking and
functioning, greater than the simple sum of the parts. Credibility as a support for
personal agency in Dr. Webb’s life is more than the individual sense or the
collective network sense but offers her and the community new ways of
interacting.

Dr. Webb’s words captured this across multiple networks and

settings.
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The category of challenges emphasizes the impact of the dynamic
interactions between the individual and the network(s) of the individual each with
her/his own sense of agency. The selected social identity literature (Adams, Bell
and Griffin, 1997; Hardiman & Jackson, 1992) assists in framing the “growth” that
Dr. Webb articulated in the face of challenges as “redefinition and internalization.”
The importance of conceptualizing growth as change of definition and self¬
understanding is reflected in Kegan’s (1982) “helix of evolutionary truces” and my
assertion of an intersectionality paradigm. As individual adults we do not become
stuck, if you will, bouncing between our individual sense of truth and the truth of
the network(s) in an endless ping-pong game. Rather we create new versions of
the truth by redefining our understandings and internalizing them in order to
move forward. While creating new versions of the truth differs from Collins’
(2000) more embattled thinking about “which version of the truth will prevail,” like
Collins I see the altered self as generating from lived experience. Dr. Webb’s life
and her ability to articulate her own changes and realizations provide wonderful
insight to how such redefinition and internalization of lived experience can forge a
teacher leader.
Finally the category of feedback offers an ever-present resource, parallel
to Dr. Webb’s capacity for self-talk, from which the individual can self-validate or
resist (Collins, 2000). Feedback is also the vehicle in which the network, a
collection of individuals, can bestow credibility and validate or resist the direction
of the whole network. Thus personal agency can be promoted or curtailed by the
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elements of what Dr. Webb named as feedback. Rodriguez (1998) named four,
closely linked but not sequential elements which are representative of Dr. Webb’s
strategies; the dialogic conversation, authentic activity, metacognition and
reflexivity. This category of feedback underscores the individual’s need for
interplay with others as fundamental to growth as well as the essentiality of
feedback in the human struggle to integrate new understandings.
Conclusions
I offer the implications of research done on one individual veteran
educator cautiously. I understand there neither can be, nor do I think there
should be, generalized answers. What this life history research can offer is
grounded theory about how we as individual teachers, teacher leaders and
teacher educators can access and enact our personal agency. Rather than try to
eradicate the human complexity of wanting to be both independent and involved
by methods that increasingly burden teachers with scripts and teacher leaders
with test scores, I suggest we can embrace the kind of example Dr. Nettie Webb
offers about this complexity, this dynamic sense of personal agency as a strength
in ourselves as educational professionals and in our students as learners.
My suggestions are not merely hope-filled or unrealistically removed from
the “real-world” of daily school life. The real-world, as Thomas Friedman (2003)
has taken to reminding us regularly, is not guided by the realities and
assumptions of yesterday, indeed barely by those of today, as our ever-more
global society is in a rapid state of perpetual adaptation and transformation. What
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Friedman (2003) shares with Eisner (2006), Hargreaves (2003) and Wegner
(2006) is the clarity that in order to be successful we too must adapt and
transform.
Implications for what the real world of public education will and can look
like in our postmodern knowledge economy (Wagner, 2006) is the pressing
question. Framed in a way that underscores how this new real-world will effect
all of us whether we see ourselves as dealing in the “economy” or not,
Hargreaves (2003, 1994) articulates the reality of our knowledge society as one
that demands an educational professional with individual personal agency and
the ability to enact it in multiple networks.

This teacher, or teacher as leader,

must embrace risks, face challenges, accept and incorporate feedback at the
speeds of the twenty-first century and rely on her/his own sense of internalized
credibility. Eisner (2006) significantly clarifies this discussion when he names
outright the logic of the “orderly approach to school practice that seems
irrefutable” as dependency on clarity and specificity that means “risk entails not
pursuing surprise, but failing to meet the specifications laid down by curriculum
planners and reinforced by school administrators and others responsible for the
performance level of the students.” This is not the risk Dr. Webb spoke about,
nor the kind of risk you take to pursue what you believe is important and
valuable. This risk is one of fear, non-compliance and punishment. The realworld of the knowledge society instructing our children, and for that matter our
teachers, to be afraid and to comply ensures their lack of competitiveness in the
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emerging ever-more-global and economically driven society.
The implications of this research inform how we can foster and support the
next generation of teacher leaders through the concept of personal agency. The
current educational times create a huge burden for the next generation. The
burden on teachers, parents and teacher leaders to reimagine public education in
the knowledge society and attend to an ever-increasing diversity of children’s
needs requires a collective effort, one born out of necessity and of situations, not
age-old alliances. Both Hargreaves (2003) and Wegner (2006) identify and
forecast the increased centrality of interdependency of individuals on each other.
The age-old stereotype of teachers shutting their doors and doing what they want
has been eradicated by our current culture of monitoring and corrective action.
Of course some teachers did work as rogues and needed to be more
accountable to the collective, but as Dr. Nettie Webb exemplifies from her
generation, not all did. By knowing the history of those that did work with a
consciousness of the collective good, took risks, faced challenges as learning
opportunities, sought feedback and collaborative learning networks, we can
better understand how to build on this legacy to meet the demands of our
emerging society.

By focusing on teachers and teacher leaders like Dr. Webb

whose own sense of agency has been balanced by her relationships to and with
others we can foster and sustain leaders capable of reimagining, as the situation
calls for and by drawing on all the capacities of the collective.
In closing, I wish to underscore my strong belief that if stories like Dr.
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Nettie Webb’s are not recorded they will be forgotten, and to call for further
research that honors what we can learn from the particular, our shared stories
and daily lived experiences. I offer Vito Perrone’s (1998) words from Teacher
with a Heart: Reflections on Leonard Covello and Community as a reminder to
exercise our collective capacity, woven together and networked-over time:
...a reminder that our work as educators is not without a history;
that many of the problems we currently struggle with were faced by others
before us, sometimes confronted differently, often times more intelligently.
Maintaining better connections with this history, making it part of our
ongoing reflection about teaching, learning, and schools, keeps the dignity
of teaching and its broader social context within our gaze, providing us
with larger sets of possibilities for our practice, leading us to a more
discriminating stance about what often is put forward as reform” (p. 1).
In our twenty-first century hurry we risk forgetting the people and their
stories, along with the history which envelopes them. Perhaps most importantly
we risk losing sight of our possibilities, especially in these times of uncertainty
and struggle. I hope this research will be a contribution to our, and the next
generation of teachers’ and teacher leaders,’ sense of personal agency to do
what is best for the children and families we serve in our chosen profession of
education.
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONS FOR THE INITIAL INTERVIEW PHASE

Piloted and revised on March 30, 2004 with Peer Debriefer
Tell me about when you first became a teacher leader?
Describe for me your work as teacher leader?
How would you identify your work as a teacher leader? (My labels: Activist?
Advocate? These questions will identify Dr. Webb’s descriptive labels for
her work.)
Tell me
Tell me
Tell me
Tell me
way?

about your life, up to this point, as an educator?
about your experience as a teacher/teacher leader?
about how you came to be a teacher/teacher leader?
the people who have motivated you (as supporter or adversary) along the

What about your work is most satisfying?
What about your work was least satisfying?
Has this changed over your career? If so, how?
What about being a teacher leader is most important to you?
What about being a teacher leader is least important to you?
Has this changed over your career? If so, how?
What meaning do you make of your work as an educator?
What meaning does this work hold for you?
Has this changed over your career? If so, how?
What has encouraged you to keep going over these decades?
What has discouraged your over these decades?
What do you value in education?
What do you value for children?
In what ways have you been able to integrate what you value into your work?
When have your values had to remain separate from your work?
Are there other areas of your life where you express/enact your educational
values and your values for children?
What has helped to sustain you through this long haul?
What keeps you going now?
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT; FORM D-7B

Dear Dr. Webb,
My name is Paige Bray and I am currently a doctoral candidate at the University
of Massachusetts, Amherst. I joined the Teacher Education and School
Improvement program after seven years as an elementary classroom teacher.
My particularly area of interest is in promoting the professional integrity of
teaching through meeting the needs of beginning teachers and supporting the
development of teacher leaders. I am inviting you to become the participant in my
current research focusing on the life history of a teacher leader. Below you will
find the information you need to make an informed decision about whether you
would like to participate or not in this project titled, A Life History of Dr. Nettie
Webb: Possibilities and Perspectives from a Life Committed to Education. For
the purposes of this research I define a teacher leader as an educator with a
teaching history who has the capacity to mobilize and focus human beings
(teachers, parents, community members, etc) to achieve educational results.
This definition intentionally leaves open the possibility for formal leadership roles
as well as unstructured and situational expressions of leadership.

Purpose and Dissemination: The primary purpose of these interviews and
document review is to fulfill the requirements of my doctoral thesis. This will
include the sharing of particular material with my chair and committee as well as
using selected documents and primarily your words extensively in my final
dissertation. The secondary purpose is to contribute to the body of literature on
teacher leaders. To that end, material from my dissertation data may be use as
part of future professional oral presentations and/or published research.

Procedure: As a participant you will be interviewed on twelve (12) separate
occasions for approximately ninety (90) minutes. The interviews will take place
on a weekly basis and at a location convenient to you. All interviews will be
digitally recorded and then transcribed verbatim by myself or a professional
transcriber. You will also be asked to share any documents related to your work
as a teacher leader.

Risks and Benefits: No physical, psychological and/or social risk to you is
anticipated. Participation in this life history project will provide you with the
personal and professional development opportunity to talk about and reflect on
your professional career to date. As a teacher leader, your life story will add to
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the body of literature on teacher leadership. It may also inform the improvement
of professional programming across the teaching career.

Pseudonyms: You, Dr. Nettie Webb, have stated your desire to have your real
identity be know for this life history research. In order to minimize the risk of all
other individuals mentioned during this research, every effort will be made to
maintain their anonymity throughout the interview process and in all oral and
written presentations. For all such individuals a pseudonym will be used and the
utmost care will be taken to mask any possibly distinguishing facts unless they
consent otherwise. Raw data will not be seen or heard by anyone other than
myself and a professional transcriber. Interview recordings will be kept secure
until they are destroyed. Documents will be handled with care and keep in a
secure location until returned to you upon your request or the completion of this
research.

Integrity: My first responsibility as a researcher is to preserve your integrity in
my representation of your words, ideas and opinions. For your information, know
my intent in conducting a life history of a teacher leader is to: (a) to develop a
picture of an extraordinary teacher leader, (b) to examine the role of personal
agency across the career of a veteran teacher leader, (c) to expand teacher’s
view of themselves and their opportunities for leadership, (d) to better
understanding what fosters and sustains teacher leaders and (e) to remember
what has been made possible in the past and by doing so create a window to our
educational and social history.

Right to Review: Upon your request a copy of the recording(s) of the interviews
and/or transcriptions will be given to you. A copy of my final report or any future
published materials that utilize your words or documents will also be available
upon completion, if so requested.

Right to Refuse or Withdraw: Your participation is completely voluntary. Your
refusal to participate will in no way affect you. You may, at anytime during the
first four (4) sessions, withdraw your consent and end your participation. After
that your participation is required due to the necessary completion of this
research in fulfillment of my doctoral degree in education.

Questions: If you have any questions or concerns please contact me, Paige
Bray at 413. 221.0111 or via email, pbray@educ.umass.edu. You may also
contact my Chair, Dr. Linda Griffin at 413.545.2336 or via email,
lgriffin@educ.umass.edu.
You will be given a copy of this form for your records. Your dated signature
below will indicate that you have decided to be a participant and that you have
read the information provided. Thank you for your time and consideration.
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Date

Signature of Participant, Dr. Nettie Webb

Date

Signature of Researcher, Paige M. Bray
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